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	1. The Prodigal Son Returns

"We are so leaving," the young boy said to nobody as he walked into the entrance of a small cove. "We've gotta go, buddy. We can't stay on Berk any longer." The girl watched as the boy carried on a light conversation with seemingly himself. She looked around the cove, looking for whoever he was talking to. It had to be the person who helped him beat her in Dragon Training.

"They're going to make me kill the Nightmare tomorrow, and you know I just can't do that. So we'll leave and travel the world. Maybe even find some other Night Furies!" the boy continued on. "Night Furies?" Thought the girl, "Why would Hiccup want to find Night Furies?" A shadow moved in the far side of the cove, drawing her attention. A small black dragon emerged from the shadows and sauntered over to Hiccup.

Astrid sucked in a quick breath with a quiet hiss. "What in Thor's name is Hiccup doing with a dragon?" She mentally screamed. "Sorry to make you carry all of this stuff, bud," Hiccup muttered in apology, "I tried to pack as lightly as I could." The dragon grumbled lowly in acceptance. Astrid's eyes darted to the provisions Hiccup had gathered in the cove, from her view point she could see several small packs filled with supplies, among them were books, inkwells, and quills, an assortment of charts, some dried yak meat and a several wineskins, a bed roll with several furs, a single large basket of... raw fish, and inside one pack Astrid could make out the distinct shape of a hammer and a small dagger. Hiccup himself was dressed in a heavy leather tunic and trousers with a thick fur cloak draped loosely around his shoulders. He had enough provisions for a long journey. With great effort, Hiccup pushed over the basket of raw fish for his dragon to greedily devour.

As the panic of seeing Hiccup speaking with a dragon faded, Astrid's mind finally starting processing the contents of his conversation. "Hiccup is... leaving?" she thought, surprised, "Why? How?" She tried to come up with a reason why Hiccup would want to leave. He had won Dragon Training, he would have the highest honor in the village when he killed his first dragon in the ring, why would he leave now? While she debated with herself Hiccup had started to attach his packs to the dragon's saddle as he ate, and by the time Astrid had realized he was finished Hiccup had already mounted and was ready to fly. "He's... going to leave on the back of the dragon!" Astrid concluded in both fear and awe.

"Well I guess this is goodbye, bud..." Hiccup whispered sadly to his partner-of-heart-and-mind. The dragon gave a low coo as if to comfort its rider. If Astrid was going to stop Hiccup, it had to be now, but she remained hidden in the bushes as she watched Hiccup stare longingly around the cove. "Come on Astrid, get out there and talk to him," she berated herself, "it's just Hiccup and one little dragon, nothing you can't handle." A river of emotions ran through her, each fighting to dictate her actions in this one moment. With a deep sigh, Hiccup clicked the gear of his dragon's tail fin into position and they disappeared into the dusk in the blink of an eye, leaving a very confused, very distraught, Astrid staring at the setting sun.

* * *

><p>A young man and his dragon glided blissfully through the sky, above them was a sparse grouping of clouds and below them was an ocean of titanic trees, the smallest of which, Hiccup knew from experience, took a man three hours to walk around the base. The sun beat down on them from above, basking them in its heat. Time had treated him well. When he had left his ancestral home he was little more than a child, and now he was mighty in both stature and strength. He easily stood six feet in height, and where he had once been lanky he was now muscular, but not overly or unattractively so. His body retained a litheness and dexterity that betrayed his build. His auburn hair, which used to be unkempt, was now properly groomed and grew down to his shoulders, parting around a pair of pointed ears. His eyes sparkled with greater luster and color than even the finest of emeralds could ever hope to match. His skin was ethereal and pale, alabaster even, but did not burn under the sun's ire. His skill with both sword and magic marked him as one of the most deadly of his Order, unmatched by any except the most powerful of swordsmen and spellcasters.<p>

His dragon, who was once barely large enough to carry him, let alone their provisions, had kept up with his rider's growth. Toothless' body, as a bonded dragon who flew with a rider, was more muscular than most dragons in order to carry the extra weight of his partner and their possessions, along with any other burdens they might have. It gave him a fierce and intimidating presence, much to the pleasure of the female dragons they encountered. He was a fine specimen of draconic strength. His wingspan easily surpassed one hundred feet and from head to tail stretched some seventy feet. His hide was alluring and mesmerizing, tempting all those who gazed upon it to lose themselves in the abyss of its darkness, a deadly beauty. He had discovered the retractable fins that ran along his spine from the base of his skull to the tip of his tail a year after he and his rider left Berk. They allowed him to make impossibly quick and sharp movements through the air that appeared unnatural to even dragons. In his youth, where he could not even breathe half a dozen blasts of fire without tiring, he could now sustain a torrent of such blasts with the smallest bit of effort.

They relaxed, enjoying the serenity of the kingdom where only they could go, leaving their troubles on the ground and out of mind. They drifted aimlessly for some time before the dragon spoke to his rider through their minds, "We should be heading back soon, Hiccup," Toothless stated with an annoyed tone. Annoyed that their time in the sky was cut short by the tasks the two-legs had appointed his rider. "True..." Hiccup drawled in reply. Toothless banked and began the journey back to their camp.

A sudden alarming tone resounded through both of their minds, like a hammer striking a bell. "What is it?" Toothless asked his rider in interest. Hiccup closed his eyes and thought deeply for a moment before snapping open his eyes wide in panic, the feeling washing over their bond alarming the dragon. "The wards around the Red Death's island! They've been triggered! Some humans have found their way through Helheim's Gate!" Hiccup mentally roared. He was about to ask Toothless to make for the World Gate but his dragon knew what he was planning to do before Hiccup knew himself. They shot off into the clouds before coming full circle and speeding off towards the horizon, their form in the sky merely a blur of midnight.

* * *

><p>It seemed as if Ragnarok had graced Berk with its presence early. The latest dragon raid on the island was particularly harsh. Two dozen sheep and seven yaks were carried off by the flight of dragons. One man had died defending his families' livestock, two more were mortally wounded and would die sometime in the night. Others sported an array of injuries from cuts and bruisers to missing hands. It was the worst raid they had experienced in some years.<p>

Stoick didn't know how much longer his people could survive on this gods forsaken rock they called home. Many had called for them to take what they could and flee to islands farther south, where the land was warmer and the dragon's nest many leagues away. Stoick himself had often thought of doing much the same, but after his son had been killed by the foul creatures ten years ago, he could not bring himself to leave before he had his revenge. The beasts had taken the two most important people in his life away from him, his wife and son. He could not, would not, leave the archipelago until he had his vengeance.

As the last of the fires were put out and the injured attended to, he called a meeting in the great hall. Something had to be done. Most of the village had come, those who were too injured or had other, more pressing, duties to attend to were absent. Stoick looked around the hall and gazed upon his people's faces. They were quickly growing hopeless now. The next raid would finish them, the death blow to the great and mighty Berk.

The people looked at their chief expectantly, waiting on bated breath. Stoick let out a short sigh before he began, "My people, it has been a long ten years... we have lost much and endured many hardships, but we have remained strong in the face of a foe many a lesser man would have fled from. But even the strong are not unbreakable, I know many of you have sought to flee to the southern isles when the raids became worse and I had rejected such an idea..." he tapered off.

"But now, we may have no choice. I will be honest with you when I say that I believe the next raid will be the last Berk will ever see, for we cannot last the winter if the beasts come for our stocks again. But," he spoke loudly, with a hint of emotion, "Berk has been our home for many generations, I believe I speak for all of us that if we could stay on Berk we would, but alas, with the beasts constant destruction, we cannot."

"Therefore, one last time, we shall search for the nest, before the ice sets in. If we find and destroy the nest, we stay on Berk and build a better future. If we fail, then we begin preparations to sail south once the ice clears in the spring." Stoick ended strongly. The people of Berk stood silently for a few moments before a man spoke up, "But how will we find the nest, Stoick? We lose many men and ships after each voyage but have not come any closer to finding the damnable thing since our forefathers started the search three hundred years ago!" shouted the large viking. Many whispers of agreement were heard, all respecting the wisdom of Bjorn Hofferson, one of their mightiest warriors.

"We can only hope that we find the nest during this voyage," Stoick countered, "or would you have us give up our homes without a fight? Risking life and limb is the viking way, its an occupational hazard." Whispers of agreement echoed through the people as they took heart in their chief's words. They were the mightiest of all vikings, they would not fall easily. "I'll not be having you send men to their deaths on a fools errand, Stoick!" Bjorn roared in challenge, "if we are to leave Berk, we do it now, before the ice sets in, and before we lose more people to looking for the nest."

The hall quickly devolved into a shouting contest between each man who thought they knew what was best for the village. Many remained silent, broken, ready to accept death looking for the nest or dishonor in fleeing south. "Silence!" bellowed a young woman, the hall quieting to allow her to speak. An older Astrid Hofferson stepped forward. "I have an idea, chief, I think it would allow us to find the nest-"

"Astrid!" Bjorn yelled, "you can't possibly be thinking of going again-"

"I'm not thinking of going, father, I am going! This is my home as much as it is everyone else's, and my idea is the best chance we have at finding the nest and living here in peace!" Astrid scolded her father. "My idea is this," she continued, "the dragons always seem to know where to go in the mist, they attack us suddenly and disappear again before we have the chance to strike back. We can use this against them. Take the Terrible Terror we have in the arena, muzzle it, and chain it to the bow of a ship. It's too small to pose a threat. Use it to navigate the mists around the nest and it will lead us straight home." Astrid concluded with a smirk.

The village stood silently, contemplating her words. Astrid looked around at her people, and slowly, their faces turned from one of despair to one of hope. Yes, yes this could work. Nobody had ever tried such an outrageous idea. It was the best hope of finding the nest they had ever had since the search began. She saw her father look at her with equal parts worry and pride, and it sparked a feeling of love for her father with it.

"Yes!" Stoick exclaimed, "that could work..." He looked around the hall, seeing his people's new found determination. "Very well, we set sail for nest using the Terror to guide us. Be prepared to depart at first light tomorrow morning." People began to file out of the hall to begin preparing for the long journey. "Astrid," Stoick called, causing her to turn around and look at her chief, "you'll be in charge of the Terror. If your plan works, your name will be sung in the sagas of Berk for all time." Astrid nodded and left the hall to begin her own preparations.

* * *

><p>It was a cold morning with clear skies and rough seas when the warriors of Berk filed onto their longboats and set sail for the nest. Astrid, along with Stoick, Gobber, Spitelout, Bjorn, and the other young warriors of Berk were on the lead ship that had the Terror chained to the bow. Astrid prayed to every god she knew of and any that she didn't that her plan would be a success. The inspiration for using a Terror as a guide was largely inspired by what she saw in the cove ten years ago with Hiccup. She had never spoken of what she saw to any living soul, partially because no one would believe her and partially because, after much thinking, she figured out why Hiccup would betray his own kind and leave the only home he ever knew. Fifteen years of being the village laughing stock, fifteen years of abuse, fifteen years of spite from people that should have been his family and closest supporters. Hiccup had been miserable on Berk and Astrid knew it.<p>

While a part of her resented him for leaving, a part of her respected his choice. He had left Berk to make his own way in the world and find a better life where he would be treated with the kindness he deserved, the kindness that his own people should have given him. So when she thought back to how he had flown off on his dragon, the idea was to choose the weakest dragon and convince it to lead her to its home. A simple task she thought. Oh how wrong she was.

The Terror fought tooth and nail before she, Snotlout, and Fishlegs could capture and muzzle it, leaving them with plenty of small cuts. It flailed in her arms and threatened to escape more than once as she carried it to the docks to chain to the bow of the ship. And now she was standing besides it, whispering to it in hushed tones, hoping it understood her. "Listen, dragon," Astrid began, "I know you understand me, at least a little bit." The Terror stopped its trashing and looked at her, confused. "Take us to the nest. Once we're there I'll let you go free, nobody will miss a small dragon like you once the fighting starts. No more trouble, and you go free. Got it?" The dragon looked to be considering her offer, and then coiled up and laid down to sleep. Astrid took it as a sign the dragon agreed. Hopefully they could get to the nest without incident.

After eight hours of hard sailing on harsh seas, the warriors of Berk finally laid eyes on the mists of Helheim's Gate, and the dragon's nest lay somewhere in the maze of seastacks. "Whoa..." Ruffnut and Tuffnut said in awe, at the same time. Snotlout came up to Astrid with a look on his face that told her he was about to try and win her heart, again, and quickly silenced whatever he had to say with a glare. Fishlegs stood over a table of charts, looking at the mists in wonder. It was all their first time seeing Helheim's Gate in person, except for Astrid. Whilst eerie, it was a sight to behold.

Stoick raised his fist, commanding the fleet to stop until all of their ships were present. After ten minutes every vessel was accounted for, and he signaled for Spitelout and Fishlegs to guide them in. Astrid woke the Terror up and it quickly realized it was time to uphold its end of the deal and lead the vikings to the nest. The small dragon flapped its tiny wings quickly and was soon in the air tugging the ship fruitlessly, guiding the ship in the direction to navigate the maze of seastacks.

As the ship entered the mists, Astrid and the rest of the crew began to tremble in anticipation. Today would be the day they rid themselves of the dragons once and for all. The final battle, sagas would be written of this day and told throughout the archipelago until Ragnarok. The next two hours were the most tense Astrid had ever felt in her life, they had successfully navigated the seastacks and avoided any dragons that normally would have ambushed them and turned them back to Berk. And that was when they all heard the noise.

It was low at first, barely audible over the slosh of the waves. But then it grew louder and louder, until it was like thunder rolling across the heavens. It was cross between a buzz and a chirp, as if every cricket in Midgard had descended upon them to play its song. The sound grew louder still, and through the mist, Astrid saw a beach. The sand was ashen and covered in rocks, and continued on until it met the base of a mighty mountain that stretched high into the sky. This was it. The nest. They had done it, after three hundred years, they had found it. She couldn't help but smile. Her father placed a hand on her shoulder and had a tight grin on his face. Astrid felt a spark of her own pride as she saw her father's pride in her. Stoick nodded his head in approval to Astrid.

As the bow of the lead ship broke upon the beach, the noise stopped. It left a chilling silence in its wake and sent a shiver up Astrid's spine. Stoick leapt out of the ship and onto the beach, along with every other warrior of Berk as more and more ships made land. Their trembling had increased twice over now that they stood upon the nest, not in fear, but in anticipation of battle. Astrid knelt and whispered to the Terror, "Once we're done here and you've guided us back out, I'll cut your bonds and release you. I swear it." The Terror nodded in acceptance before coiling back up and going to sleep once again.

Whilst Astrid talked to the Terror, Stoick had decided on a plan of action. He would set up a defensive line and lay siege to the mountain with catapults. Once the mountain was open, the warriors of Berk would charge and slay every dragon in sight whilst a small group defended the men manning the catapults. As Astrid leapt off the ship she saw the beginnings of several catapults begin to be constructed and rushed to help the nearest one. After an hour of construction, everything was ready.

It was now late in the afternoon, and with any luck, by nightfall they would be victorious. Stoick raised his fist and every warrior prepared themselves for battle. After taking a quick look to make sure his people were ready, which they were, as expected, he flicked his arm down and signaled the catapults to fire. The catapults flung large boulders, some brought with them, some obtained from the island, at the broad side of the mountain. Many simply broke against the mountain side like water against rock, but a few found the weak points in the mountain and broke through, revealing a large tunnel visible from the shore.

Astrid, Stoick, Gobber, Bjorn, the twins, and Snotlout, along with the rest of the warriors, approached the tunnel cautiously. Fishlegs was in charge of keeping the catapults firing, they were of his design and there was nobody more suited to it than him. Spitelout was in charge of defending the catapults and keeping their escape route open in case things took a turn for the worse.

As the warriors approached the tunnel, a lone flaming boulder was launched into the tunnel. What they saw made their muscles tense and senses go into overdrive. Inside the dark tunnel was countless hundreds of dragons, it would be a battle unlike any raid they had ever fought. As the flaming boulder crashed to the ground inside the tunnel, the noise began again, and the dragons flew from the maw of the tunnel. The warriors of Berk swung their weapons and tried to cut down any dragon that passed them, but to no avail. The dragons didn't appear to be fighting but... fleeing. Worry instantly assaulted Astrid. She knew they were smart enough to know they had the advantage of both field and number, it should be a favorable battle for them. The dragons couldn't have just given up that easily, could they?

As the people of Berk stood confused, thinking they had won so easily, it was then that Astrid's worry manifested itself. Overwhelming terror gripped the hearts of every man and woman of Berk that stood on the island as a roar so thunderous and so powerful that it shook the very stone of the island boomed from inside the mountain.

They knew then, that they were doomed.

* * *

><p>Hiccup and Toothless thundered through the sky, their haste unmatched. No dragon except another Night Fury could ever hope to catch them, not even if it was magically strengthened. Their destination was many leagues away and they had little time. How humans had figured out how to find the Red Death's island escaped Hiccup. He thought that no one except a rider would ever find the island so he had not thought to place spells that kept people away when he placed wards to alert him if anyone stumbled upon the nest. It was his fault. His negligence had caused whoever had stumbled upon the island to meet their fiery death. The great queen dragon would burn them to ash as she did all who wandered into her domain. He only hoped he could get there in time to save some of them.<p>

Hiccup had discovered the World Gate on Midgard shortly after he discovered he could use magic, two years after leaving Berk. It was located high in the sky, far to the north of Berk, where the sun barely touched the land that was more ice and snow than earth. It was unbearably cold. Hiccup wondered what possessed its creator to place it in such an inhospitable place. After much research he could only conclude that when the gate was placed there the north wasn't so harsh. Hiccup and Toothless had explored Midgard far and wide but it could never quite satiate their thirst for adventure, so they spent a month camped in the worst conditions known to man while they both attempted to discern the workings of magic that would take them to the worlds beyond. It was one of Hiccup's proudest moments when the gate erupted to life, only ruined by the fact that it nearly killed him and Toothless in the process before casting them to a random realm.

Hiccup was drawn out of his thoughts when Toothless spoke to him, "Hiccup, we should arrive at the World Gate in a few moments. If we have to fight the Red Death, what is our plan of attack?" Hiccup considered his answers before quickly replying, "You're a Night Fury and both of us are much stronger than when we first found the island, back then it was an impossible task to slay her. Killing her now will be a fine test of strength, one I know we will both emerge victorious from." Toothless hummed in satisfaction at his partner-of-heart-and-mind's answer. He was the mightiest of all dragons and he fancied his rider the mightiest of all two-legs, their enemies should know of their power.

"We'll have the element of surprise when we attack," Hiccup continued on, "you'll hit her with a powerful fire blast, you can use my energy to empower it, then we can take advantage of whatever opening she gives us as she recovers. If that fails, we can always lure her into trying to breathe fire where we can ignite the gas she uses." A sound plan, he concluded. There was no use planning beyond that, no plan survives first contact with the enemy.

As Hiccup explained the plan to his dragon, the World Gate came into view on the horizon. After a few more moments of flight, Toothless slowed and hovered on the updrafts around the gate. The size of it never ceased to captivate to the duo, it was a titanic floating ring made from the bark of Yggdrasil itself, held thousands of feet in the air by magic long lost to the sentient races. It was designed to accommodate even the largest of dragons, even with Toothless' new impressive size, it was possible to fit some tens of his wingspan between each wall of the gate. Operating the World Gate was a complicated task, requiring much concentration and energy even for the most adept of spellcasters.

Toothless steadied his gliding and Hiccup closed his eyes, ancient words spewing from his lips as he commanded the gate to open and allow passage to Midgard. After a two minutes of chanting, the portal sparked to life. Energy of every color imaginable filled the space inside the ring, it was breathtakingly beautiful. Even the Bifrost of Asgard did not compare to the World Gate. As Hiccup completed the spell he felt his energy drain considerably. It always took a lot out of him to create the portal between worlds, he doubted even the Grand Master of the Order himself could easily power the gate.

With the spell complete, Toothless slipped forward and entered the rainbow of colors that was the World Gate. The black dragon burst forth from the other side of the portal into the skies of Midgard and was immediately assaulted by the freezing cold of the north. Not that the cold bothered him, it didn't, he was born in the north after all, but he lived for the warmth that he and Hiccup had grown accustomed to on Alfheim. Whilst the cold didn't bother Toothless, Hiccup despised it. It reminded him too much of Berk. Since he had left with haste he was dressed in clothes less than suited for the arctic climate. He had a fine green silken tunic with golden embroidery and thin brown leather trousers and boots that came up to the bottom of his knees, all of elven make and style. His only weapon was his sword that hung off of his left hip.

Hiccup had immediately began forming wards to block out the cold to keep himself warm. "You used too much energy opening the gate, Hiccup..." Toothless remarked as he felt his rider's fatigue through their bond. "I know, Toothless, but it's not like I had a choice unless I was willing to let those humans die without even trying to save them." Hiccup replied tersely. The two of them fell into a companionable silence as they thundered towards the archipelago, the anticipation of battle seeping into them the closer they got. After two minutes of flying they finally spotted the first of the islands that marked home of the vikings. A minute later they passed over Berk, high in the sky, appearing as nothing but a small bird from the ground. Toothless was going to say something to Hiccup about his home, he knew that his rider had a troubled past at his nest and it was important for every dragon to be on good terms with their nest, the two-legs were just being silly. But he thought better of it, now was not the time or the place.

A few moments later the mists of Helheim's Gate came into view. It was time.

* * *

><p>Astrid's eyes were as wide as the dinner plates used in the great hall, "What in the name of all the gods was that?!" she thought, terrified. Nothing living could possibly have a roar like that, surely Thor himself was inside the mountain, unleashing a boom of thunder in his rage. Her hopes were dashed away a second later as the entire side of the mountain shattered and came crashing down on the warriors of Berk. Stoick roared for them to fall back and prepare to battle whatever monstrosity emerged from the mountain. And what a monstrosity it was.<p>

The dragon glared at them through the dust of the ruined mountain with the fires of Muspelheim smoldering in its eyes. It was massive, easily half the size of the very mountain it lived in. The longest of its fangs, from what Astrid could see, were longer than the ships that had carried them to this Hel forsaken island. It had small, beady eyes but large nostrils. Its wings looked as if they could hold several islands of Berk on each one, and it had a long tail that ended with a large club covered in spikes. Astrid knew she was going to die, knew that everyone on Berk was going to die, knew that their home was doomed since the moment they settled on the island three hundred years ago. Only a god could possibly hope to slay such a creature. She accepted her fate and stood defeated, as did most of the warriors of Berk.

Stoick was stunned. This was beyond anything he or his forefathers ever imagined facing when they found the nest. His shock only lasted a second before he heard someone shout from the rear in terror, "Back to the ships!"

"No!" Stoick roared, trying desperately to get his people to remain calm and follow his orders. It had no affect. As the crowd of people rushed for the ships the giant dragon inhaled a short breath before unleashing a sea of fire upon the ships. Incinerating them and many men that were unfortunate enough to be near the blast radius. "If you want to survive, follow my commands!" Stoick yelled over the chaos, bringing his people back to their senses. Gobber grabbed a nearby log that had been sharpened at one end to use as a barrier and hurled it at the snout of the beast, drawing its ire. Stoick, seeing what his closest friend was doing, quickly commanded his people to take advantage of the situation. "Catapults aim for the head! Split into three groups, one attack from the left, one from the right, and one from underneath. Focus on cutting at its joints, make it bleed! Beware the boulders falling from above!"

Astrid quickly assembled a group of warriors to charge underneath the great dragon and try to cut the tendons behind its knees and heels. She and twenty two others rushed forward as the others rushed to the sides to flank the beast. Astrid came upon the right heel first, drew her battleaxe back, and swung with all her might, her adrenaline increasing her strength twofold. The blade of the axe came down and glanced off the thick scales, sparking. She drew back her axe and tried a second time, with much the same success. Around her others were having the same luck. She heard the thud of arrows striking the beach and noticed that every projectile they sent up never met flesh. This was impossible.

The Red Death looked upon the human's antics with humor. As if such puny creatures could ever harm her. She quickly grew tired of their attacks, they made her scales itch. With a quick swipe of her tail the entire group of warriors that had been attacking from the right were struck down. A large crater forming where the club of her tail had hit.

Astrid was enraged as she saw the group of warriors struck down. Her father, Bjorn, had elected to lead those men himself. Although she heard many screams of pain, many men simply lay limp on the sand, dead and broken. They would find their way to Valhalla and a place of honor would be reserved for them in the mighty halls, who could say they were slain by the mother of all dragons itself? Stoick and Gobber were trying desperately to keep the dragons attention focused on them, to buy time for their warriors to slay the beast somehow. Astrid jumped back into battle, her anger giving her the energy needed to swing her axe with the strength of ten men. She brought it down again and again, trying desperately to cleave the beasts heel and prevent it from walking. On her eighth strike, the shaft of her axe shattered near the head and left her weaponless. They simply could not kill this creature.

The Red Death took her time playing with the other humans, plucking those who wandered too far from the group with her tongue before devouring them. Stomping on groups that strayed too close to its mighty paws.

What was once an army of several hundred men and women was now down to no more than fifty. Those who survived the attacks stood accepting of their deaths. They had fought well. Even Astrid, Stoick, and Gobber seemed to realize the futility in struggling against the inevitable. The mighty dragon loomed over her, glaring at her with death and hunger in its visage. She apologized to her family she would leave behind and prayed she would find her father in Valhalla.

That was when she heard a noise she had not heard in a long, long time. It was a mighty wailing sound, a screeching that pierced the heavens. The only thing that it could belong to was a Night Fury. "A Night Fury," Astrid thought gloomily, "I haven't heard one since Hiccup left... Hiccup! It couldn't be!" Astrid tore her eyes away from the dragon looming above her to search the sky. Not a moment later a massive explosion boomed to life, shaking the island and sending the beast to the ground, landing heavily on its side. Astrid and every remaining warrior of Berk was sent flying backwards to the ground from the force of the explosion. A black shadow zipped down and another explosion struck the downed dragon before a man leapt from the black dragon and landed lightly on the shores of the nest. A god had came down to save them after all.

* * *

><p>Hiccup and Toothless were quickly approaching the nest of the Red Death. They would be upon the island in a moment. "Toothless, start gathering energy for our first attack. I'll give you some of my own to help lessen the strain, we have to wound her while we have the element of surprise on our side." Hiccup said before channeling a portion of his remaining energy into Toothless. The black dragon would have objected but they were too close to the island and they did need to make their first attack count. They were powerful but they were not invincible. If they took the Red Death lightly they could very easily be killed. The queen dragon had an agility that was betrayed by her immense size and it would require much effort on Toothless' part to avoid her attacks. Hiccup would have to focus on blocking her mind attacks to prevent both himself and his partner-of-heart-and-mind from being controlled by the evil dragon.<p>

On their way to the island they had refined their battle plans further. Toothless would fight from the air, trying to disable the Red Death's eyes and keep her attention off of Hiccup, firing periodic fire blasts to injure her. If she tried to breathe fire, Toothless would ignite the gas before she had a chance to incinerate either of the duo. Hiccup would fight from the ground after their first attack and disable her legs by slashing behind the knees. If they acted quick enough they could disable the evil dragon before she could recover from their initial strike and then slaying her would become much easier.

The island came into view and Toothless emitted the signature screech of his species as he sped up even faster, charging his flame blast, empowered by a large portion of his own and Hiccup's energy. When the beach of the island became visible Toothless' superior eyesight allowed him to see the crest of the humans who had found the island. "Berk," he thought ironically, "the one tribe of two-legs my rider doesn't want to see again." He watched as the Red Death toyed with its a meal, a young woman with blonde hair who seemed to accept her fate, before her head suddenly snapped to the sky. "Looks like even in the face of the Red Death the spawn of lightning and death itself is well remembered," thought Toothless smugly. Not a second after the woman turned to look for him, Toothless unleashed his attack, the affects of their combined power was devastating and the black dragon took pride in both his and his rider's strength.

The Red Death roared in pain as she was thrown to her side, her cries only served to embolden the dragon and its rider. The evil dragon would die this day. As Toothless dived low to attack the downed dragon, Hiccup leapt from his back and landed lightly on his feet.

Hiccup immediately dashed forward after landing on the beach, his supernatural strength and speed made him unmatched by any human. Faster than the Red Death could sense, he darted under her before drawing his blade. Hiccup's sword was unique, even by the standards of the immortals. He had forged it personally with the assistance of both the elves and dwarves. The metal for the blade was provided by the elves as a gift, it was a large rock that had fallen to Alfheim from the heavens many millenniums ago. It was a dense and heavy metal, but lighter than what something of its strength should weigh. The sword itself, to a human, would be unwieldy and very heavy, but in the hands of his supernatural strength weighed no more than a feather and moved faster than the eye could see when swung.

It was forged in the very heart of Nidavellir, the home of the dwarves, the center of their planet, enchanting it with old magic that could no longer be remembered. It would remain eternally and perfectly sharp, and was strengthened beyond the metal's own properties to never break unless under the most impossible of natural circumstances. It could cut through any material that was not protected by magic, and many that were. Even wards that would normally block or parry a sword could not stop his blade. The sword would recognize no other as its master but Hiccup, and would refuse to be drawn from its sheath, an impossibly thin sheet of the same starmetal it was forged of, which acted like leather. If held by another, the sword would writhe in the hand until dropped and would not cut even a single sheet of parchment.

It was a long blade, it started broad from the base and become more pointed towards the tip, resembling a needle. It was made for quick slashing and stabbing attacks. The crossguard was V-shaped, extending upwards from the hilt. The hilt was bound in a metal wire forged from the same material as the blade itself. A slight fuller ran down the length of the blade, barely noticeable due to the sword's color. Hiccup had taken several scales from Toothless, and, under the extreme heat, melted them into the sword and sheath, giving them the same color of midnight his dragon possessed. Set in the pommel was a beautiful verdant teardrop-shaped emerald. He named it "All-slayer", a weapon for a rider of the Order of Dragon Knights, peerless in strength and beauty.

Toothless launched another fire blast at the Red Death, eliciting more cries of pain from the foul dragon. In one quick motion Hiccup jumped up from the ground, soaring gracefully through the air before drawing his sword of midnight and slashing it deeply behind the knee. The sword struck true, easily cleaving scale and muscle, severely wounding the evil dragon before gravity pulled him back down. Boiling blood spewed from the wound and landed on Hiccup's shoulder, staining his tunic and burning his skin, eliciting a swear of pain. The Red Death's knee that Hiccup had slashed dragged lifelessly on the ground and Toothless took full advantage of the opening, landing on the foul dragon's head and gouging at her eyes. Roaring in pain and anger, the Red Death whipped her head back and forth trying to dislodge Toothless, but the black dragon endured and continued his mauling.

Hiccup, hearing the Red Death's roars, quickly moves to the other remaining front leg and deftly slashes the knee in the same way as the last one. The evil dragon realizes a fight on the ground is not in its favor, its front legs now useless. With great effort, and with an agility that a creature of her size should not possess, the Red Death reared upon her hind legs catching Hiccup off guard. It would have been a perfect opportunity for Toothless to attack with a flame blast but the safety of his rider was more important than anything else. The black dragon quickly swooped down and Hiccup jumped back into his saddle, sheathing his sword, before shooting into the sky.

The Red Death spread her wings and flapped mightily before leaping into the air. She hovered there for a moment, a battle between gravity and flight, before her wings emerged victorious and she flew into the sky to give chase to her quarry. The moment she was soundly in the sky she focused all of her strength into a fierce mental assault on both the black dragon and its rider. She would bend them to her will and make them pay for the rest of their lives.

"Hiccup!" Toothless mentally shouted in alarm as he felt the deranged presence of the Red Death's mind begin assuming control of him. Hiccup remained silent, closed his eyes, and focused. A mental duel with such a foul creature would not be pleasant or easy. He began by masking his and Toothless' mind from the assault. The Red Death growled in frustration, it was like trying to grasp smoke. Hiccup knew it would not take the evil dragon long to figure out the trick and began constructing impenetrable walls around Toothless' mind and then his own. By the time the Red Death could fully attack again he had mostly completed his preparations and now focused on blocking or parrying the mental probes with random, benign thoughts. What he had for breakfast that morning, the girth of the titanic trees of Alfheim, images of the forge he had worked in from his childhood.

Toothless sensed that his rider was successfully keeping the Red Death at bay and focused on evading the larger dragon whilst trying to create an opening, perhaps luring her into breathing fire so he could light the gas in her throat before she was ready for it.

With the Red Death's attack stalled Hiccup decided it was time to go on the offensive. Separating his mind into a thousand nails he assaulted the foul dragons mind from every direction. "How disgusting," Hiccup cursed. The Red Death's mind was warped and twisted, leaving only evil. She couldn't even be called a dragon anymore. The foul beast faltered in its attack to focus on defense as the black dragon's rider assaulted her mind. Hiccup continued the attack for a minute before he felt that the creatures defenses were focused nowhere and everywhere at the same time. In one swift thought he withdrew his thousand nails of thought before reforging them into a single dagger and striking at the Red Death's mind again. Hiccup smirked as he felt the dagger sink through the beasts mental walls allowing him access to her mind. He began asserting his control, intending to send her into a nose dive into the island below, to her death.

The Red Death, sensing herself losing control of her mind rapidly, panicked. The black rider was obviously very skilled in mental warfare, she had underestimated them. She could not repel him now, so she focused on defending the core of her being, retaining control of her body so she could stay in flight and continue to fight. The rider could go through all the memories he wanted to and gouge at her mind as he wished, but both the rider and the dragon would burn.

Toothless felt immense pride blossom in his chest as his rider bested the evil queen in her own game. Hiccup was truly the greatest rider in his opinion, but maybe he was a little biased. Suddenly the Red Death inhaled a great breath of air and he felt Hiccup's panic spark through their bond. The foul creature had given up most of its mind focusing only on keeping its body its own, she intended to incinerate them. "And now you have sealed your fate, creature," thought Hiccup and Toothless at the same time. Hiccup continued his mental assault, trying to cause the evil dragon as much mental pain as he could. Toothless dived towards the island and the Red Death followed closely behind as she prepared to breathe a sea of flames upon their backs.

Toothless waited until the last possible moment as they neared the island before flipping over to stare at the Red Death. Hiccup withdrew his mind from the foul dragon's but not before mentally alluding to its doom. The evil dragon's eyes widened as she realized her folly and then Toothless released a powerful flame blast of his own into the maw where the gas was building up. The resulting explosion was deafening and the Red Death whimpered in pain before going silent and still. Toothless pulled up from his dive just before the slain dragon crashed into the ground, causing a cloud of fire, ash, and smoke to erupt around them. Toothless immediately headed for clear skies, intending to get his rider away from the explosion below them. In his haste combined with the lack of visibility from the smoke, Toothless didn't see the giant club of the Red Death come down upon them. His fear instantly sparked over to Hiccup. They were too fast, too close, to avoid the tail. They were going to be hit.

Hiccup felt the rush of emotions flooding through his bond with Toothless and instantly realized their situation. He was exhausted from opening the World Gate, empowering Toothless' fire with his own energy, and fighting a grueling mental battle with the Red Death. He didn't have the energy nor the time to form a complicated spell to protect himself and Toothless. Toothless performed a quick aerial maneuver, plucking his rider from his back and holding him close to his chest enclosed within his wings. Hiccup's instincts made the choice for him, before the club of the tail struck the pair, he yelled "_Shield!_" in a language long forgotten to those of Midgard. Instantly Hiccup felt a massive drain on his energy and prayed that he had the strength to power the spell long enough to save them before it started draining his life.

Then, everything went black.

* * *

><p><strong>AN: **

Hey guys, this is my first story ever! I'd really appreciate it if you could leave a constructive review on what you liked about the this chapter, what you disliked, and any suggestions for the future. If you catch any spelling or grammar errors, feel free to point them out. I'm normally quite good at both but sometimes things slip through.

**In regards to chapter length,** what would be ideal? Was this chapter too long or too short? It was approximately 8.5k words.

Some tidbits:

- This story is an AU set ten years after Hiccup leaves Berk and discovers the world is bigger than he first thought it was. It will follow Hiccup as he explores Midgard and the other realms a member of the Order of Dragon Knights and how he helps those he meets.

- This story will be HxA and their relationship will be expanded upon as the story progresses.

- The bond between dragon and rider is slightly different than in canon, which will be explained sometime in the next few chapters, as will a number of other things, such as Hiccup's strange strength and speed, and the workings of magic.

- The next few chapters will be focused on Berk and how they deal with Hiccup's sudden and shocking reappearance. After the post-battle arc, Berk and its citizens will fade into the background. I am fairly set on not incorporating Fishlegs, Snotlout, Ruffnut, or Tuffnut as major characters in the story **unless I am dissuaded otherwise**. Some of the younger generation of Berk, however, may have a more prominent role in the story. In particular, the extended family of some of the characters we are already familiar with.

- Hiccup's sword, Allr-Bani, is a portmanteau of "Allr," meaning all in old Norse, and "Bani," meaning death, cause of death, or slayer. If anyone has a more concrete translation, or a more accurate Norse dictionary, feel free to point me in the right direction.

- Valka will be part of the story. How, I am not yet certain of. Suggestions are welcome.

- Updates will most likely occur weekly or whenever I finish them, whichever is sooner. I am a university student and as such, sometimes I may be late with an upload. **Some chapters are going to be shorter than others, as well as written in a different format.** I intend for these to be journals or field reports written by certain characters in the universe as a means of explaining a past event or a difficult concept. One such journal entry, written by Hiccup, covers how magic and mental warfare works, as well as a short story about the consequences of using too much magic. I expect this journal to be published sometime within the next 3-5 chapters.

Thanks for reading!

- Musica


	2. The Aftermath

I had a request for an OC and thought I'd ask for some more suggestions on characters since I'll be needing some soon. They should be vikings, from either Berk or from the surrounding tribes, of some prominence within their respective villages. They should **not **be related to any of the main characters in any way.

Thanks for the reviews so far!

* * *

><p>As Astrid and the other men and women of Berk got to their feet, they watched in sheer awe the battle between the mighty beast that came from the mountain battled a large black dragon that crawled on its head. It was not something of this world, and they knew instinctively that they should bear witness to such a battle. "What in the name of Odin..." Stoick whispered under his breath from next to her. Astrid's eyes focused immediately on the black dragon, it was far larger than the dragon she had seen Hiccup with, at least three times the size. Her hopes of seeing him again dashed away momentarily until she saw, on the dragon's back, a dark brown leather saddle. It was empty.<p>

Her head snapped back to the beast that emerged from the mountain and began scouring the scene for any trace of Hiccup. "Where is he..." Astrid thought, worried, "Hiccup has to be here somewhere!" Her hope of seeing Hiccup again combined with the fear of being saved by another rider of a Night Fury made it difficult to breathe. She focused on everything, and at the same time, nothing, and that is when a strange, unnatural movement caught her eye.

Focusing her attention underneath the battle raging between the beast and Hiccup's dragon, she caught sight of a green blur that darted up the leg of the beast before the limb sagged uselessly. As the blur fell from its leap, Astrid's eyes widened as she caught sight of the one man she wanted to see most in the world. Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the third. He was older now, taller. He had ceased to be the twig that so many of the island had bullied him for being, although from this distance it was hard for her to tell. It must have been true, she reasoned, for how else could he have accomplished where she had failed? Extending from his right hand was a blade of darkness that seemed to be unnatural when gazed upon. "A beautiful sword." Astrid commented aloud, drawing Stoick's attention to her gaze. He wore a forest green tunic, which must have been the cause of the green blur she saw earlier. Other than that, he appeared nothing out of the ordinary.

The moment his feet touched the ground again, that thought fled her mind. He was once again a green blur, moving impossibly fast towards the other leg of the beast. It was some tens of yards between each of the creature's legs but he had crossed the distance in a heartbeat. "That's impossible!" Astrid screamed to herself in the confines of her mind, "nobody can move that fast!" She closed her eyes and opened them again to the sight of the massive beast looming over Hiccup on its hind legs. "Hiccup! No! She's going to stomp on him!" Astrid realized in terror, biting her bottom lip hard enough to draw blood. She was about to run forward and try to save him, futile as it would be, she knew, before a black blur swooped down and Hiccup was gone. Safe on the back of his dragon again. Astrid let out a breath she didn't know she was holding.

The black dragon and its rider were in the heavens in blink of an eye. Astrid glanced over at her chief and realized he had seen exactly what she did and his face went through a myriad of emotions. Confusion, sorrow, pain, joy, hope, confusion again, joy, pain, anger, more confusion. She could not imagine what it would feel like to learn that your only flesh and blood was alive for the past ten years when you thought him dead, and not only was he alive, he was fighting the mother of all dragons with the help of another dragon. Why didn't he come back? The betrayal, why did he choose the beasts over us? The pride, his son fighting this monstrosity and winning. How would he deal with this? As a chief? As a father? Stoick's mind was moving faster than any viking's had ever before, he didn't even see his son move fast as a god and thought nothing of it.

Astrid's eyes focused on the heavens where the rest of Berk was watching as the two dragons fought to outdo each other in a fierce aerial battle. The great beast's jaws nearly came down upon the black dragon more than once, each time Astrid's breath caught in her chest. Each time he black dragon emerged unscathed she exhaled shakily, she noticed at some point the rest of Berk was doing the same thing. Twice the black dragon let loose a blast of flame upon the other that elicited cheers from the warriors. Maybe it was possible to slay this creature. And this black dragon would be the one to do it, sent by Odin himself to save them. Only Astrid and Stoick had seen its rider, the lost heir of Berk, Hiccup, doing battle beneath the beast.

The aerial battle continued for the whole of five minutes, each second felt like a year, and the tension on the island was so palpable it felt like the mists they had sailed through to get to the nest itself. So many hopes and dreams rested on the shoulders of Hiccup and his dragon. Finally, a thunderous roar of anger rolled across the heavens, only the beast could make such a noise. Joy surged through the warriors of Berk. "The black dragon must have beaten it!" everyone on the island thought as one, elated.

A small black blur burst through an angry storm cloud and thundered towards the far side of the island, away from the people of Berk. Directly behind it was the monstrosity with its maw open, preparing to either swallow them whole or bathe them in fire. "Hiccup!" Astrid screamed to herself, for the countless time during the course of the battle. She began praying to every god she knew or heard of, praying for his victory. Every single pair of eyes was on the two dragons as they came closer and closer to the island, even some of the wounded men stood to watch, or lay on the ground and gazed at the sky from their backs. That was when they saw that atop the black dragon was a rider. Gasps of awe were uttered by many.

The monstrosity's maw opened ever so slightly more and she inhaled a giant breath that could even be heard from the ground. Fire. Everyone on Berk knew that sound, it was the sound of fire. Their saviors was about to join their ships fate, reduced to ash. A sudden, deft move by the black dragon turned it upside down so it could look the great beast in its eye before unleashing a blast of its own fire into the creature's throat. Heat and light lit up the sky, so bright and so hot that those standing on the island had to close and shield their eyes as their skin was lightly scorched. The force of the explosion knocked them on the flat of their backs, sending them skidding across the rocky beach a few feet. Some of the more experienced warriors were back on their feet instantly, among them, Stoick, Gobber, Astrid, and to Astrid's immense relief and joy, her father, Bjorn, though he cradled his arm that bent at an odd angle.

As the light faded, the party peered through a sea of flames erupting from the island and saw a black blur race skyward again. Relief spread through the party before it turned to horror, the tail of the great beast came down upon the black blur who was too close, too fast, to avoid the appendage. They gasped as one as the black dragon curled up and took the blow before they fell to the fire below. Bjorn, wasting no time, sprinted forward towards the fire, ignoring the pain of his broken arm and the sting of the heat of fire that was rapidly burning itself away. Astrid stared for a second before taking after her father. If there was one trait the Hofferson's prided themselves on, it was honor. Bjorn knew nothing about the dragon and its rider except that they had saved the lives of many warriors and their families on Berk. His honor would never allow him to sit back and let their saviors die. Astrid knew it was Hiccup and his dragon and refused to let Hiccup go to Valhalla before he explained his actions to her and met with his own father again. The chief changed after Hiccup had left, he was broken. She would not let her chief suffer, it was one of her greatest fears that her own father would break as Stoick did if she or one of her brothers died fighting.

The father and daughter pair arrived to the thickest part of the roaring flames. It felt as if their flesh was being cooked, it was both painful and terrifying at the same time. Both looked for the black mass that was their savior to no avail. Stoick and Gobber arrived shortly behind them and joined in with the search. Eventually the fire burned itself to nothingness, and fifteen feet away from Astrid was a large black ball curled upon itself. She immediately ran over to the dragon, her fear of them forgotten. Bjorn followed her closely after a moment of hesitation while Stoick and Gobber remained ten feet away, weapons drawn, just in case.

None of those present noticed the distinct lack of scorch marks surrounding the black dragon, nor the fact that its saddle was undamaged. Astrid ran around the dragon quickly, looking for any sign of Hiccup. "No... it cannot be..." she whispered to herself in fear. There was no way Hiccup the Useless became Hiccup, tamer of the unholy offspring of lightning and death itself, savior of Berk, and the slayer of the Nidhogg, only to die in a sea of fire. Bjorn gathered his courage and prodded the dragon with his boot before using his good arm to push his way under the massive wing of their savior. Stoick and Gobber readied their weapons to come to their comrades defense in case the dragon attacked.

After a tense few seconds Bjorn's muffled voice reached out, "Astrid! Get in here and help me!" Astrid followed her father's instructions and found him kneeling over a small shape in the twilight that filtered through the black dragon's wings, his head pressed against the shape's chest. Bjorn sat up at his daughter's approach, "He is still alive, Astrid. I can't carry him with a broken arm, take him out whilst I fetch a healer," her father told her. Bjorn exited first and ran off to find one of the healers they had brought with them on this folly, followed shortly by Astrid carrying a slumbering Hiccup. Stoick sucked a breath in, hissing quietly. The years had changed him but the young man in Astrid's arms could be no other than his son, Hiccup. Tears threatened to spill from the chief's eyes but he held them in to not appear weak in front of his closest friend and Astrid.

Stoick stood before Astrid and ran a hand slowly through his auburn hair that was so similar to his own, "Oh, Hiccup, my son, the gods have returned you to me after all these years. And as a hero, no less..." Stoick whispered quietly. Astrid turned her head and tried to shut out her chief's words to give him some small privacy. She saw her father walking back towards them, annoyed, shrugging off two women trying to attend to his arm. "Of course father would refuse to be looked after when Hiccup's life is in danger," Astrid thought, proudly.

Stoick scooped Hiccup up into his own arms and began walking towards Bjorn and the two healers. "Bjorn, you thick skulled son of a troll, if you don't let us see to your arm-" one healer was saying, before she saw her chief and fell silent. "Chief," the two healers greeted, looking at the young man in his arms who bore such a striking resemblance to their chief. "You two are to look after this young man, and him only. Make sure he survives his wounds, do whatever is necessary," Stoick commanded authoritatively. After the two women hurried off, Stoick roared, "Helga! Where are you?" A stout, portly woman bustled out from the crowd that had gathered and called out to Stoick. Helga wore a long leather apron that was covered in blood down the front, an arsenal of knives hung around a loose fitting belt with a single one-handed axe strapped to her left hip. She was the village's most skilled healer, though she looked more the part of a butcher. "See to Bjorn's arm and then find your two assistants and make sure the young man they are caring for survives," Stoick commanded, not yet wanting to reveal the rider as his long lost son. "Yes, chief," Helga responded before dragging Bjorn off, who nodded in respect to Stoick before disappearing into the crowd.

The crowd eyed the large black dragon laying behind their chief with both respect and fear. The dragon had saved them but was also a part of the thorn in their side that had plagued them for the last three hundred years. Seeing his people in distress, Stoick began speaking, "My people, today the menace of the dragons is no more! Our home and our families are safe! We have lost many in battle this day, but regret not, for they have earned themselves a place of honor in the halls of Valhalla!" The chief was met with a round a cheering before continuing, "Where we would have failed, however, our savior did not. The rider and his dragon were the ones to slay the foul demon and smote its remains upon the mountain side!" Stoick roared with pride, met by a hail of cheers of his people.

"But now we must prepare for the voyage back to Berk, it will be long and hard, and take many trips, but we shall prevail in this too. Scour the shipwrecks, look for usable wood in building or repairing a ship. Bring any dead to shore so that they may be given a proper funeral. Get fires going, it will be night soon and the cold will claim or sicken many," Stoick commanded his people.

"What about the, uh, dragon, chief?" A man asked, hesitantly, "I mean, we can't exactly take it with us and even if it did slay that monstrosity, its still a dragon."

Stoick thought on the man's words as he watched his peoples faces. "Aye, it is a dragon, we cannot risk it coming to Berk. I'll be the one to end its life," the chief said sternly. "What!" screeched a young woman's voice, "You can't do that, chief!" Astrid ran up to Stoick, "The rider and his dragon saved us all, we owe both of them a blood debt! How would the rider feel if he woke up and found out that the people he saved had killed his steed?" she ranted, angrily, before adding in a whisper, "It's Hiccup's dragon, chief, you can't kill it. He would never forgive you." It was a low blow, but Astrid wasn't about to let the chief's duty damage his and Hiccup's relationship anymore than it already was.

The people of Berk seemed to consider her words as the gears in Stoick's mind turned. "Very well," Stoick began, "I will allow the dragon to live, for now, but it cannot come with us to Berk. We do not have the room, neither on a ship nor on the island, the house such a large beast. It will remain here, on the nest, until its rider is well enough to come for it." Astrid smirked in victory before walking over to inspect Hiccup's dragon. Its color was very bewitching, she felt like she could stare at it from dawn until dusk and not grow tired of its depths. She didn't notice any visible surface wounds but that didn't mean anything, it could be injured on the inside, but nobody had the knowledge to heal a dragon except, possibly, Hiccup. She would have to trust that the black dragon was alright.

The first, and only seaworthy, ship left an hour after that, carrying with it the most injured of Berk along with Hiccup and Astrid's father. The remaining vikings camped on the beach and when the ship returned early the next morning the rest of Berk piled onto the ship before sailing home, their dead sent off on makeshift pyres during the night. "Now the real work begins," Astrid thought to herself as she lost herself in her thoughts, staring at the waves, "Hiccup will no doubt want to leave after he wakes up, I have to make sure he doesn't sneak off the island before he can talk with Stoick. Just because Berk is safe from dragons doesn't mean there aren't any dangers left. If Snotlout becomes chief he will bring the village to ruin. We need Stoick to remain strong long enough to find a new heir, either Hiccup can lift his father's spirits or he can assume his rightful place. Either way, the village is safe."

* * *

><p>The first thing Hiccup saw upon waking was a ceiling of hobbled together planks, with small holes of rot dotting their scape. This was definitely not the ceiling of his abode on Alfheim. It obviously wasn't the webbing of Toothless' wings either, so that ruled camping out. "Where am I?" thought Hiccup, drowsily. Looking to the right he could see a small table with his clothes neatly folded, laying atop it. He felt his body bare underneath the furs that covered him. "Furs..." he said aloud, before recent events rushed back into his memory. "I'm in a viking village," Hiccup concluded quickly, "I need to find Toothless and leave as soon as possible."<p>

"Toothless?" Hiccup mentally called and received no answer in reply. Their bond was still strong, so he knew Toothless was not dead. Even if vikings did find him the wards Hiccup placed on his dragon would not allow him to come to harm, at least not from anything humans could do. "Either he is still resting or we are too far apart to communicate with our bond," Hiccup thought, sadly. He sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed, sitting there for a moment. He could see rays of light piercing the boards of the room he was in and he could hear the hustle of village life outside with his enhanced senses. The time couldn't have been later than late afternoon. Hiccup walked over to the table where his clothes were and noticed a goblet of wine and a loaf of bread sitting next to them. He took a bite of bread and chased it with a swig of wine before beginning to dress himself.

As he pulled his forest green tunic over his head the door to his room opened up, and an older woman stood in the doorway with a bowl of soup and a tankard of mead in her hands. Their eyes met briefly before she walked into the room and set the meal down on the table Hiccup had just cleared. Hiccup pulled his tunic down to hide his chest, no doubt this woman caring for him had already seen his scar but it still embarrassed him regardless. "I will notify the chief that you are awake, he wishes to speak with you immediately once you've awoken," the older woman informed him, "I'll fetch your escort as well, she should be here soon." He nodded mutely to her.

The woman turned around and walked calmly out of the door. Hiccup devoured the rest of the bread but ignored the soup, it obviously contained meat, before draining both the goblet of wine and tankard of mead. He then scoured the room, looking for his sword. "They must have taken it from me, or left it with Toothless," Hiccup assumed. He glanced down at his right hand's ring finger, "At least they didn't remove the ring, it would be bad if my real appearance was known. They would have killed me in my sleep thinking me inhuman," he thought, with relief.

A short few minutes later Hiccup heard a knock on his door before it opened and revealed a young woman of medium height with long blonde hair, pale skin, and piercing sapphire eyes. Hiccup knew her face well, it was a face he had once admired greatly in the past, but no more. The face of Astrid Hofferson. Emerald met sapphire as they locked eyes for a moment before he let a language he hadn't spoken in almost a seven years leave his lips, "Berk..." he whispered, in Norse. In the silence of her arrival Astrid could clearly hear Hiccup say their home's name. "Didn't even know who it was you saved, huh? That's just like you, Hiccup," Astrid replied.

It took Hiccup a few moments to process Astrid had spoken to him, before he answered her. "I didn't think it would be Berk, of all people, to find the nest," he spoke, his voice deep and baritone from disuse. She nodded to him before saying, "The chief wants to see you, Hiccup. Your father wants to see you. Its been a long time," before Astrid gestured to the door. Hiccup nodded and followed after her out of the room he had been staying in. He emerged into a medium sized house where the woman who brought him food earlier sat, mending a tear in a large tunic. "This is my house. My mother, Ingrid, volunteered to care for you after the healers said you would be fine," Astrid said absentmindedly as they walked to the door of the house, she omitted the part where she had begged her mother to do so. Hiccup stopped and dipped his head in a small bow to Ingrid Hofferson before hoarsely saying, "Thank you."

As Astrid and Hiccup emerged from the doorway all activity outside the house came to a halt as a group of villagers stared at Hiccup for a moment before bursting into cheers and giving him their thanks. Astrid led Hiccup through the village, meeting much the same reaction from most every villager, before coming to the stairs that led to the great hall. "Astrid," Hiccup spoke confidently, his voice regaining his normal tone and power, "where is my sword?" Astrid slowed in their climb before answering his question carefully, "Gobber has it I believe, he's been trying to examine it. Says the thing melted to the inside of the sheathe and can't be drawn," looking over to see Hiccup's questioning gaze not waver, she added, "You don't need to worry, if we were going to kill you we would have done it while you slept. You'll get it back soon."

Hiccup was rather insulted that Astrid thought he was afraid to meet with his old village without a weapon. If he so desired he could kill every single man and woman on the island with his bare hands with little effort. He was also rather annoyed that she was right in his worries, he felt safe with the sword on his hip even if he didn't need it to defend himself. As they neared the top of the stairs he asked his second question, "Where is my dragon?" Astrid stopped their ascent at this, before turning and giving her full attention to Hiccup. "We had to leave him at the nest, he was too big to fit on a ship and we needed the space to carry our wounded. I personally checked on him before leaving and he seemed to be uninjured. He should be safe," she answered with sincerity.

Hiccup nodded, as if expecting such an answer, before steeping forward to signal that he was ready to continue. The pair arrived at the great hall and Astrid pulled open the doors for Hiccup to enter, which he did with no hesitation, before following him. He had a graceful, confident gait, almost feline, as if nothing could impede him, Astrid thought. He seemed almost arrogant, but for some reason, not unreasonably so. Everyone in the great hall quieted as Astrid brought Hiccup before Stoick, seated at the head of a long table surrounded by elders and advisers.

Stoick's jaws worked up and down uselessly, trying to find the words to say to his long lost son. Hiccup looked around the hall and saw unfamiliar faces watching the meeting with reverence. His gaze traveled back to the chief, still at a loss for words, and spoke first, "Greetings, chief Stoick the Vast. My name is Vrangr, son of none. It is an honor to stand before you," Hiccup said coldly as he bowed slightly, giving the name he had taken shortly after leaving Berk. A flicker of pain appeared on Stoick's face before he could contain his emotions. Astrid elbowed Hiccup in the ribs for the pain he had caused his father.

Stoick stood and replied sternly, "We are well met, Vrangr, although I would ask why you have cast away your old name, my son." Gasps of awe were heard about the room as their savior was revealed to be none other than Hiccup the Useless, former heir of Berk. Hiccup thought on his reply for a moment. He despised politics but in this situation he would have to be tactful, "I have not gone by the name of Hiccup in many years now, all know of me as Vrangr and I consider it who I have become. It would be dishonorable to introduce myself under a false name," Hiccup stated, respectfully. Stoick took a moment to form his reply as well, "Then I give you my thanks, and the thanks of every man, woman, and child of Berk, Vrangr. You have saved the village from dying a fiery death at the hands of a monstrosity. We owe you a blood debt that we cannot ever hope to repay," Stoick quipped, with a small hint of pain at his son's dismissal of his familial ties.

"You owe me no such great debt, chief. Return my sword and allow me passage to return to my dragon on the nest and I shall consider the debt paid," Hiccup said confidently. Many around the room, Astrid included, were shocked that he would dismiss such a colossal debt for next to nothing. He could have asked to be the chief of the village and Stoick would be compelled by honor to comply. Stoick considered the offer sadly for half a minute, his son would simply leave them as quick as he joined them to go back into the world. He knew nothing of the man he had become nor why he had left in the first place. "I would agree to your terms if you would but spend some time among us before departing, two weeks at the very most," Stoick countered, before continuing, "I have called a meeting of chiefs to discuss the end of the dragon blight and would ask that you stay until the talks are concluded. Seeing as you ride one of the beasts your thoughts on the matter would be most helpful. Perhaps you could also reacquaint yourself with your old home during your stay."

Hiccup was about to dismiss the offer out of hand and demand they let him return to Toothless' side before Astrid leaned over to him and whispered, "Please, Hiccup, we need this. Dragons aren't the only threat Berk has right now." The words died in his throat and he found himself agreeing to Stoick's compromise. He was a rider of the Order after all, he couldn't very well leave a village of humans if they were in danger. "Very well," Hiccup stated hesitantly. Stoick smiled and nodded before gesturing to a man standing by the door who raced to fetch the village smith. A few minutes later Gobber hobbled into the great hall with Hiccup's sword in hand, before he locked eyes with his old apprentice and smiled widely.

"Sorry lad," Gobber apologized with a thick northern accent, "tried to fix 'er up as bes' I could, but the thang won' come out its sheathe. Melted from tha heat I say," Gobber offered the sword to Hiccup with some minor difficulty, it was heavy even for the old smith. Hiccup nodded and took the offered sword before deftly sticking it into its place on his belt. Gobber had a look of surprise on his face as his former apprentice handled the sword with practiced ease, making it appear weightless. The old smith suddenly grabbed Hiccup and pulled him into a fierce bear hug, holding him off the ground. The embrace caught him off guard and he stiffened in the embrace. "It's good ta 'ave ya back, 'Iccup," Gobber said with a hint of emotion.

"... It's good to be back, Gobber." Hiccup replied, politely, after a moment in the mountain of a man's grip. Astrid and everyone else in the hall, including Stoick, smiled widely at his words. Stoick threw up his arms and bellowed, "Spread the word! Tonight we feast in honor of Berk's savior!" Cheers rang through the hall as some men ran into the village to spread the word and others grabbed casks of mead to break open. The drinking, apparently, would start now. Hiccup was pushed forward by Astrid and Gobber to sit at the table next to his father as two large tankards of mead were pushed into their hands. As the room focused their attention on the two men with thirsty eyes, Hiccup and Stoick brought the tankards to their lips and took a long drink.

As the two drank more cheers went up before the rest of the hall erupted into celebration. Men and women drank freely and sang songs, some played alongside with instruments. Hiccup didn't care for mead all that much, but enjoyed the music the hall offered. Although it could never rival the beauty of the elves melodies, it reminded him much of the feasts the dwarves would throw. Hiccup took another long drink from his tankard as he felt the familiar warmness spread through his body. He noticed his father looking at him from out of the corner of his eye but ignored it, whatever he had to say could wait until there were less prying ears around.

Men and women began to pile into the hall until it seemed as if every man, woman, and child of Berk was present. Many offered their respects to Hiccup, thanking him for saving their life or the life of someone they cared for. Eventually the pleasantries ended and the people of Berk broke into groups to enjoy pleasant company as they drank. The table Hiccup sat at filled up with people as well, his father, Gobber, Spitelout, Astrid's father, Bjorn, who had found him in the clutches of his dragon, Gothi, and to Hiccup's great distaste, Snotlout. The table sat in silence for several minutes, nobody willing to speak. Sensing the tense atmosphere at the table, Gobber decided to speak first, "So, 'Iccup, where 'ave ye been all these years? Ye must 'ave seen quite a bit, eh?"

Hiccup took another long drink from his tankard before answering, "A bit of everywhere, really. Everywhere you can name and then some more."

Bjorn and Spitelout perked up, the both of them had always dreamed of exploring and raiding like the vikings of old, before the dragon attacks. "Rome?" Spitelout asked, with a quirked eyebrow. Hiccup nodded. "How much of Rome? They say the empire stretches from sea to sea without end," Spitelout asked, interested.

"A good portion of it, Spain, France, Germany, Italy, bits of northern Africa and western Asia. It is quite big," Hiccup confirmed. Spitelout had a look of wonder and respect on his face as he processed the information.

"Bah, to Hel with Rome. Tell me about the places we don't know of, Hiccup, you must have seen the world twice over from the back of your dragon," Bjorn asked with a loud voice and a broad grin on his face. Hiccup was slightly irritated, he knew they would question him the entire night and it was obvious they had no intention of calling him by his new name, Vrangr. "Very well," Hiccup began, the rest of the table had become transfixed on the beginnings of his story, "there is a great land far to the west of here, across the ocean. It stretches from the top to the bottom of the world, the land is good and the people few. They are... simpler, than the people you would be used to. They live off the land, in harmony with nature."

"What do you mean they live off the land?" Spitelout asked, interrupting Hiccup. "They grow their food, mainly, and hunt when they can. They live simply and do not build villages like vikings do, their homes are tall, made from wooden poles connected with furs and skins. When the land becomes unforgiving and the animals scarce, they pack their homes and belongings and move a more forgiving land. It is a humble way of life," Hiccup answered.

"Are there any dragons?" Snotlout asked, speaking for the first time. "Yes, Snotlout, there are dragons everywhere. They're very common." Hiccup replied, annoyed that he had to speak to his boyhood tormentor.

"Really!" exclaimed Gobber, "Are people 'ightin a war with tha dragons like we are?"

Hiccup grumbled at his former smithing master's ignorance, "Just like men can be good or evil, so too can dragons. Most, like most men, are good, like my dragon. A few, like the Red Death, are twisted and evil. Of all the places I've been, only three have been in an active conflict with dragons, including Berk. Most have a beneficial relationship with them," Hiccup concluded, hoping that he had educated them in some small way.

Stoick and Gobber shared a knowing smirk. The old smith got Hiccup to talk about their problems without asking outright. "What is the Red Death? And why were we at war with the dragons?" Stoick asked, hoping his son wouldn't stop talking.

Hiccup seemed to realize he had been tricked and grumbled quietly, but continued answering their questions anyway, much to Stoick's happiness. "The Red Death was the queen of the nest, the one me and Toothless killed. It was controlling the other dragons and using them to gather food for her. I cannot say for certain why she chose war, her mind was twisted and corrupted beyond reason. She couldn't even be called a dragon anymore," Hiccup replied to his father.

"So," and old woman's voice rattled across the table, "your dragon's name is Toothless?" Hiccup was taken by surprise, he had never heard Gothi speak in his fifteen years on Berk. His surprise obvious on his face, Gothi smiled innocently and Hiccup knew his shock was caught, "Yes, his teeth are retractable. When we first met I could only see his gums so I called him Toothless and the name stuck ever since," he answered the old woman, truthfully, with a small smile on his face. This bit of information interested everyone at the table, especially Stoick, who wanted to learn how his son had became a rider. He had put together how his son had left while he recovered from the battle. He disappeared suddenly and no ship was missing from Berk, so Stoick assumed he was eaten by the beasts. But it could also be explained by him riding off on the back of one as well.

Stoick was about to press his luck and ask if Hiccup could tell him how he had met Toothless when Gobber took the words out of his mouth. "If ya don' mind me askin', 'Iccup, how did ye meet yer dragon?" Gobber asked, hoping Hiccup would share a small bit of his past with his former family. Hiccup took another long drink of mead, emptying the tankard, and then sat silently for a moment, debating whether he should tell them how he met Toothless. Another tankard and a plate of assorted meats, some bread, and sparse lean vegetables were placed before him. He ate the bread and vegetables but ignored the meat. The rest of the table feared their questioning had been too much before Hiccup spoke again, "Do you remember the night of the last raid before I left..." he began.

* * *

><p>Astrid, Fishlegs, Ruffnut, and Tuffnut sat at their own table, reserved for them since their youth. Snotlout would have sat with them as well, except now that he has chief-in-training he practically lived in the shadow of the chief and his father. Astrid watched as Hiccup talked with those at his table, his face changing from annoyed to relaxed as the night went on. She was glad he could still talk with his family after all this time, despite how she knew he hated Snotlout being there.<p>

After her third tankard, Ruffnut leaned over and whispered to Astrid, "Hey, don't you think Hiccup turned out all right? He was a fishbone as a kid but he's quite handsome now..." she slurred. Red tinged Astrid's cheeks, "You've had too much to drink, Ruff, ask me to tell you what you just said tomorrow morning," she quipped. Fishlegs looked down at his food and Tuff scoffed loudly.

After a few embarrassing minutes of silence for Astrid, Fishlegs spoke up, "What I'd really like to know is how he managed to ride a dragon," he asked in awe, "imagine it, seeing the world as the gods do, from the heavens."

Tuff's eyes sparkled as he thought of all the destruction he and his sister could wrought on the back of a dragon. Astrid felt a chill crawl up her spine as his thoughts appeared to her plain as day. Ruff and Tuff could never be riders like Hiccup, it would doom not only Berk, but the entire archipelago. The group passed time in companionable silence as the night wore on. Eventually the people of Berk began to leave the hall to retire for the evening. Hiccup brought over a very drunk Bjorn, much to her embarrassment, and asked for her help getting him home. Astrid hooked her father's left arm around her shoulders and Hiccup did the same with his right before they exited the great hall. By the time they got to the stairs Bjorn had fallen asleep and the entirety of his weight was now supported by the two smaller vikings.

"The chief said that I should stay with your family and help around the house, to repay them for sheltering me as I recovered," Hiccup said quietly, breaking the silence, "If that is acceptable with you, of course. Your father already agreed but he was on his fifth tankard by that point." Astrid grumbled under the strain of her father's weight before answering him, "That's fine, Hiccup, I'm sure my mother and brothers would be delighted to have you during your stay." She didn't bother asking him why neither he nor Stoick wanted him to return to the chief's lodge, she knew their relationship would not go back to normal so quickly, if ever.

Hiccup knocked on the door of the Hofferson house which was promptly opened by a young boy with short blonde hair, "Mother! Father and Astrid are home!" He yelled, before disappearing into the house, leaving the door open. Red tinged Astrid's cheeks and she blushed at her brother's childish antics in front of Hiccup. Ingrid appeared a moment later before guiding Hiccup and Astrid to where they could drop off their load into a bed. Astrid's mother appeared slightly angry with her husband for having their guest of honor bring him back in a drunken slumber. Astrid was all around embarrassed by the humbleness of her house compared to the chief's.

Hiccup, Astrid, and Ingrid sat around a small table and spoke about Hiccup's living arrangement during his stay on Berk. Hiccup insisted he would help with whatever chores to repay their kindness for sheltering him and that he would only be there for a few days at most before he found another place to stay. Astrid was about to question him about where he would go in a few days if he intended to stay for two weeks until the meeting of chiefs occurred when suddenly two young boys burst into the room and jumped into Astrid's and Ingrid's laps.

"Is it true?" they both asked excitedly at the same time, "everyone in the village says you ride a dragon and killed another dragon the size of a mountain! They say you're the hero of Berk!" They exclaimed in excitement. They couldn't have been older than eight. A young man stood in the doorway, looking to be about fifteen. "These," Astrid gestured to the three boys, "are my brothers. The two little ones are Volf and Olaf, the older one is Hagen." Hiccup and Astrid's three brothers exchanged greetings. "Well," Ingrid sighed, "everyone should turn in soon, we'll have a long day tomorrow." Everyone retired to their rooms, except Astrid, who guided Hiccup back to the room he had stayed in earlier.

"I'm glad you came back," Astrid whispered as Hiccup walked through the door of his room, "good night, Hiccup." Astrid turned and walked away. "Good night, Astrid," Hiccup replied softly, only barely audible in the silence of the night, but still loud enough for Astrid to hear.

* * *

><p>The next morning, much to Hiccup's annoyance, he was awoken before the sun even rose above the horizon. It seems the Hofferson's had decided to take his help seriously after all. Bjorn, Hagen, and Hiccup tended to the fields, getting the last of the crops harvested before winter sets in. Volf and Olaf chopped wood to heat the house during the nights. The Hofferson's were farmers, and were a family of little wealth on Berk. The land was unfit for growing crops, the winters were long and harsh, and the summers and springs short. A poor place to be a farmer.<p>

Hiccup knew Astrid's family was not well off as children, and he assumed that was why she tried so hard to be the best at everything. To give her family the honor they deserved, whether they were poor or wealthy. Let it not be said that they were not warriors, however, Bjorn and Astrid were some of the finest warriors Berk had, and they proved it during every dragon raid.

And the days dragged on for Hiccup in much the same way, waking before the sun rose and laboring until dusk to ready the household for winter. He didn't mind the labor, but he abhorred waking at such an ungodly hour of the morn. The elves never believed in waking early and Hiccup had adopted that habit wholeheartedly, one of the many he had picked up during his journey.

On the third day, the Hofferson's were taking their breakfast in the great hall, Hiccup was, as usual, being assaulted by questions that any in the hall who had the courage to, asked. Where have you been? What's it like in some place? Have you spoken with Thor when you rode your dragon into his domain? Can I see your sword? That's a nice ring you got there, who's the lucky lass? The people of Berk never seemed to run out of questions. Hiccup gave up answering them and just ate in silence. The whole scene amused Bjorn greatly and Hagen was annoyed Hiccup couldn't answer his own questions while the rest of Berk pestered them.

Suddenly, Hiccup stood up. The hall quieted, thinking they had offended him somehow. Their fears relaxed when they saw he had a large grin on his face, before he abruptly turned and strode to the front doors and exited the hall. Bjorn, Hagen, and Astrid were following quickly after him when they saw what drew Hiccup's attention. Or heard, rather. A loud screech echoed over Berk before the whole island shook, and slightly after that, a mighty roar boomed across the island. Alerting everyone that the mighty Toothless had arrived.

The trio emerged to see a giant black dragon with sickly green eyes nuzzling a very happy Hiccup. Hiccup knew that Toothless had recovered shortly after he did but Toothless had his own duties to attend to after the battle and once they were complete, he could wait no more to be reunited with his partner-of-heart-and-mind. Many villagers ran from their houses, weapons drawn, fearing a dragon raid. The sight they were greeted with was no less frightening.

Everyone remained an honorable distance away from the rider and his dragon. Eventually Astrid strode forward, intending on greeting Hiccup's dragon, who rumor had spread through the village that his name was "Toothless." Astrid scoffed as such a name, as if a dragon would not have teeth. It was just like Hiccup to name him as such. As she approached the reunited pair Toothless trained a large, slitted eye on her figure. Astrid felt a shiver of fear at the large dragon's gaze. She stopped a few feet away and hoped Hiccup would do something to prevent his dragon from eating her for a morning snack.

Hiccup, sensing her distress and inwardly chuckling to himself, broke away from Toothless' affections and walked over to Astrid. "Astrid, this," Hiccup said grandly, "is Toothless. My closest friend. Toothless, this is Astrid."

Astrid nodded nervously and stammered out a reply, "Nice to meet you, Toothless. Thank you for saving my life at the nest." A low rumbling, like rocks falling on rocks, emitted from the black dragon. He had recognized the girl that was about to be eaten by the Red Death. "You are most welcome, hatchling, think nothing of it," Toothless warbled out in the dragon tongue.

Astrid looked at Hiccup with a quirked eyebrow. Hiccup laughed and it took her breathe away. His laugh was musical and wispy, like gusts of winds blowing through the leaves of a tree. Astrid couldn't help but give a toothy smile and blush. The sound was otherworldly but strangely attractive. "He likes you," Hiccup said, recovering from his laughter, "he always likes people who give him thanks or apology."

Other villagers got brave enough to get a closer look at the dragon. Bjorn and Hagen came the closest, but not nearly as close as Astrid. Eventually the shock of having a dragon on the island that wasn't going to eat them and their livestock passed, and Toothless grew annoyed with such a large crowd.

"Hiccup," Toothless spoke to Hiccup in their minds, as they usually did, "I am going hunting, I have not eaten my fill since we left Alfheim. I shall return before two days have passed." Hiccup was saddened a little that they were parting again so soon, "How is your tail fin, buddy?" he asked his dragon. Toothless rolled his eyes a bit at his rider's worry, "It still pains me but it will not affect my flying, you worry too much," Toothless replied, slightly annoyed. Hiccup cracked a small grin, "Fly well, Toothless," he said before stepping back.

With partings said, Toothless leapt into the sky and beat his wings furiously and was quickly out of eyesight and thundering through the sky in search of suitable hunting grounds. The villagers of Berk were thrown to the ground from the force of the air beating down on them as the black dragon ascended. Hiccup remained standing and watched as his dragon left fill his belly. He turned back to the Hofferson family, "Well then, shall we begin today's chores?" Hiccup questioned. Bjorn nodded, at a loss of words for what he had just seen.

Toothless returned three days after he had first arrived on Berk. The morning two days after he came back, Astrid awoke and quickly panicked. Hiccup was gone. Toothless was gone. They had left before the two weeks had been up. The village quickly noticed the absence of the large black dragon that was usually curled up near the Hofferson house and the word spread that their hero had left, giving the village a somber tone. Stoick and Gobber were the most devastated at Hiccup's sudden absence, just after they finally got him back.

The village stopped work to take their midday meal and ate silently. Not a minute into their food a black blur dropped from the heavens above and dove towards Berk. Astrid's little brothers spotted the blur first, "Look sis," they yelled, pointing at the sky, "it's Hiccup and Toothless! I knew they wouldn't leave without saying goodbye!" Astrid, and her father and mother, only had a second to look up at the sky before the dragon and its rider were upon them. Unlike Toothless' first landing he flipped his wings open and touched down lightly on the ground, with a grace that was unnatural for a being of his size to possess. The Hofferson's looked at the great black dragon with awe, he was majestic. Hiccup hopped off the side of his dragon and landed on the ground with equal grace, rolling on the balls of his feet.

"We're back," the rider said, "sorry for not telling anyone we were going flying. We had some things to take care of." Toothless wandered off to find a good place to sunbathe. Astrid strode up to Hiccup and punched him, hard, in the shoulder. To her great pleasure, Hiccup squeaked in pain and his free hand zipped up to his injured shoulder to massage the wound. "Tell us next time, dragon boy," she said before walking off to finish her own chores for the day. Bjorn chuckled lightly and the two small boys giggled.

"What duties did you have to attend to?" Bjorn asked, curiously. Hiccup paused for a moment, trying to decide if he should tell his hosts the truth. After a second of debate he concluded that there was little harm in telling them, so he said, "I had to let some friends know that I wouldn't be returning for some time." Bjorn wanted to ask more about these friends but sensed Hiccup's hesitancy, so he let it slide. They threw themselves back into their work as many villagers came by to find out where Hiccup was this morning, with no success.

And so the days passed on. Hiccup had taken to sleeping with Toothless outside, his body heat keeping him warmer than any fire and his wings more comforting than any abode. He was awoken before the sun rose, worked until dusk, and repeated the same routine the next day. Eventually the days of the meet approached and the village prepared to host their honored guests from across the archipelago. Politics was a natural part of being a rider of the Order but that didn't mean Hiccup enjoyed it. Politics of Midgard especially bored him. On the third day of preparing a horn sounded from the harbor.

The first of the chiefs had arrived.

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

As always, constructive reviews and suggestions are appreciated. This chapter mainly details Hiccup's first week on Berk as its "hero" and how people have reacted to him. I hope I managed to portray their feelings of both fear and respect. The reaction of Berk may also feature slightly in the next chapter.

**Hiccup's name as he is known outside of Berk is "Vrangr."** It's etymology comes from the Old Norse "Rangr," which means wrong, perverse, or unjust. Make of that what you will.

Astrid's feelings in this chapter are not those of love, but of regret. I hope it didn't sound too much like she suddenly found feelings for Hiccup, nor the other way around. Astrid is the only one on the island to have figured out why Hiccup left and she feels guilty that she never did anything to help him when they were children. Her guilt, combined with her desire to save the village from Snotlout's leadership, results in a strong desire to have Hiccup stay on Berk. Romance will not be a part of their relationship until after the Berk arc is over.

For those that missed it, and perhaps I didn't highlight it very well, **Toothless' tail fin that was damaged when Hiccup shot him down has healed**. Hiccup healed it with magic shortly after he was able to, but it still gives Toothless phantom pains occasionally.

Next chapter will cover the meeting of chiefs, briefly touching on Hiccup's past in Midgard, and the future of dragons in the archipelago.

Thanks for reading!

- Musica


	3. The Gift

If anyone knows of a good cover art, or wants to try their hand at making one (I'd be super grateful!), let me know. The current one now is just a placeholder until I can find something more suitable. I apologize for the lack of action in chapter two, looking back it is kind of boring but I hope you enjoyed it none the less. This chapter, and chapters four, five, and possibly six, contain more. At the earliest, chapter eight will focus on adventure beyond Berk.

Chapter four is approximately 35% written. I've uploaded chapters one through three because I honestly had them finished and was sitting on them because I didn't think they were very good. Do you guys like the faster updates or would you prefer them more spread out?

Guest - Hiccstrid will occur at a much, much later date. Romance will not be the _main _focus of the story, but a subplot. I plan to take it slow and develop their relationship over time. As for the bond between riders and dragons, that will be explained in chapter five.

Read and review!

* * *

><p>Three long, mighty blasts of a warhorn echoed from the harbor of Berk, alerting the island to the approach of a ship. The horn could be heard from across Berk clearly, but to Hiccup and Toothless' enhanced senses, the sound was deafening and painful. Hiccup couldn't suppress a wince as each of the blasts sounded. "Are you okay, Hiccup?" Astrid asked, as the two walked through the village towards the great hall. "I am fine," Hiccup replied with indifference. Astrid dropped the subject and proceeded to climb the stairs to the great hall so they could stand in waiting for Stoick to guide the first of their guests and begin engaging in the pleasantries of politics.<p>

Hiccup and Astrid entered the hall to find it in a great flurry of activity as tables were cleared and chairs set, cooks ran to and fro, gathering ingredients and bringing in casks of mead to serve their guests. Great fires were lit to warm the hall even though it was only late afternoon. Other important figures in the village, who had not been present at the harbor, gathered at a long table at the end of the hall. Hiccup made his way to join them as Astrid went to find something she could help with.

As Hiccup approached the table he recognized the small form of the village elder, Gothi, as well as two other older members of the village. Helga, the village healer, was also present. A true mountain of a man, easily standing eight feet, stood leaning against a pillar near the table. At first, Hiccup thought he was a frost giant, a being of such size surely could not be a human. The man straightened from his position and walked over to Hiccup. "We are well met, Hiccup. I am Fisker Ingerman. I believe you were friends with my son in your youth, no?" Fisker questioned, politely. Hiccup was surprised at both the man's size up close as well as his eloquent speech. Most vikings couldn't read or write, and spoke with the intelligence of a yak.

"Yes, we used to be friends before I left," Hiccup trailed off, studying the man with awe. Fisker chuckled deeply before saying, "Most people have that reaction when they first meet me. Berserker blood will do that to you." Hiccup was somewhat surprised Stoick had allowed a Berserker to live on Berk. He nodded and continued the conversation, "You are quite big, but your manner of speaking is more impressive. You're one of the few who I can tell had a proper education, I can tell where Fish got his brains from."

Fisker smiled at Hiccup's compliment. It wasn't often he had the chance to converse with someone of equal intelligence. "I grew tired of the meaningless violence my former tribe honored so much when I was a boy," Fisker explained, "I traveled for a time as a sailor before I happened into the trading business. My mother ensured I had a proper education before she died so I took to the trade easily. On a voyage to Berk I met my wife and decided to settle and let others captain my ships while I enjoy the profits."

Before Hiccup could comment on the giant man's story the doors of the great hall swung inward and loud booming voices echoed through the hall. A large, portly woman with large breasts walked into the hall, next to Stoick. Following behind them was a petite young woman with long messy blonde hair that fell to her buttocks, standing next to her was Snotlout. Spitelout followed a respectful distance behind the first four. A barrel-chested man stood next to the open doors and took in a deep breath, before bellowing, "Announcing the Bog Burglars, chief Bertha and heir Camicazi!" The hall erupted into cheers and banging tankards.

The representatives of Berk, including Hiccup, stood behind their seats at the table as Stoick and Bertha made their way to join them. All the while, they yelled in tones far higher than necessary in polite conversation, greatly annoying Hiccup's ears. Stoick and Bertha parted ways before finding their seats, and after settling in, the rest of those present sat as well. Spitelout sat to Stoick's right, with Snotlout to his father's right. Gobber sat at Stoick's left. Hiccup sat next to Fishleg's father while Gothi and the other two advisers sat by themselves, away from the others. Across from them Bertha sat, with Camicazi to her left, and a large woman with a bulbous head and matted red hair to her right, across her back as a large two-handed sword.

"So Stoick," Bertha began, her voice rich and sultry, "I hear the dragon problem is no more? And at your hands no less, quite a claim."

Stoick smirked and replied in confidence, "One that is completely true, with evidence of course. My son, Hiccup, was the one to slay the creature," Stoick gestured to where Hiccup sat, "he and his dragon, of course."

Bertha looked to where Hiccup sat, noting his place at the table. "Your son does not sit at a place of honor with you?" She questioned, surprised. Camicazi turned her gaze to Hiccup with a sparkle of mischief. Stoick, quickly recovering, explained, "Hiccup is my son, but not heir to the tribe. That," he said, with a hint of disappointment, "is Snotlout, my brother's son, which you met on the way here."

"I see," Bertha replied. Not wanting to press the subject further, she decided to address the meet itself, "Well we best not get too comfortable, on our way here we say a ship on the horizon behind us flying the Meathead's flag-"

No sooner did Bertha finish speaking did another loud three horn blasts echo through Berk, alerting all to the presence of another ship. Stoick and his attendants left the hall quickly after saying their excuses, rushing to the harbor, leaving the representatives of Berk and the Bog Burglars alone at the table. Bertha, Fisker, and one of the elders were discussing the severity of this years winter. Gothi sipped on her mead quietly. Hiccup had taken to staring blankly at a fire across the hall, imaging the roaring inferno of the dwarven forges. Camicazi stood, her chair grating against the stone of the floor, before making her way to sit next to Hiccup. Snotlout watched her form as she padded over to his cousin.

"So you're the dragonslayer?" Camicazi said with equal parts awe and respect, "I'm Camicazi, heir to the Bog Burglars tribe, but you can just call me Cami."

Hiccup was drawn out of his daydreams as Cami introduced herself. "I am Vrangr, it is nice to meet you, Cami," Hiccup said pleasantly, before taking a sip of mead from his tankard.

"That's quite the nice sword you've got there, Vrangr, or should I call you Hiccup?" Cami quipped before Hiccup turned his head to look at her face. He saw her holding All-slayer in her hands, trying to draw it, before snapping his eyes to his waist. Cami noticed his reaction and laughed lightly, "Most people have that reaction," she said, as she struggled to draw the sword, "I'm a master thief, best of my tribe. Why won't this thing come out?"

Hiccup saw her reaction to the sword's magic, not allowing her to wield it. Hiccup held open his hand and Cami handed the blade back to its rightful owner. "I suppose Hiccup would be best, nobody else seems to call me by my new name anyways," he said, somewhat annoyed at his tribes reaction to his return. Half the tribe practically worshiped him as Hiccup the Dragonslayer and the other half couldn't believe Hiccup the Useless was even alive, let alone a dragonslayer. Plenty of colorful remarks were said in the shadows where they thought he couldn't hear.

Cami smiled innocently before continuing her questioning, "So, where is your dragon? The stories say you killed the queen from the back of your own dragon." Hiccup rolled his eyes, the so called stories had been greatly exaggerated by Berk as they spread word of the nest's fall. "He is around," Hiccup replied, smirking as he saw images of Toothless swooping down upon massive schools of fish, coming back up with a maw full of seafood.

Cami's curiosity, obviously not sated by his answer, pouted a little with pursed lips. She was about to ask Hiccup if he could show her his dragon but the doors of the hall flung open again as Stoick the Vast strode towards the table they sat at with not one, but three tribes representatives in tow. The first pair was a tall man with a large belly, his beard long and in many braids, next to him was an equally tall young man with arms like the trunks of trees. Behind the two men was an ugly man with a face that looked like a dragon had stomped on it, with a short, tubby young woman in an elegant dress who was equally as hideous. Further behind them was two men of medium height and build, they had their heads held high as they entered the hall. Trailing behind the two men was a young woman with long black hair, who appeared to be the younger of the two's wife.

The same barrel-chested viking who had announced the Bog Burglars cleared his throat before bellowing, "Announcing the Meatheads, Mogadan and heir Thuggory. The Uglithugs, chief Ug and heir Tantrum. The Bashem Oiks, chief Eirikr and heir Egil. The representative of the free people of the Peaceable Country, Heather."

Stoick nodded to the announcer, he had done his duty well and not fumbled his words. He took a seat, as did the other representatives. Hiccup listened boringly until the last introduction, a representative of a free people? Not a chief or a heir? Interesting. He had mistaken her as the wife of the Oiks when she entered the hall.

Mogadan, Ug, and Eirikr sat near Bertha. Each of the chiefs greeting each other. Thuggory, Tantrum, and Egil joined Hiccup and Camicazi, thinking it the place where heirs sat. Heather sat a few seats away from Gothi.

"Well," Stoick began, "I did not expect the four of you to arrive at the same time. The seas were favorable, I take it then?" The representatives of the archipelago nodded in affirmation. "Good, good. I will get straight to the heart of the matter then. I have called this meet of chiefs to discuss the end of the dragon blight that has plagued us and our ancestors for nigh three hundred years," Stoick stated seriously. "A warrior of my tribe devised a way to reach the nest, she suggested that we chain a dragon to our ship and allow it to guide us to the nest. The plan worked flawlessly and led us to the nest where we confronted out greatest enemy."

"What we did not expect, was what we found. Truly it can only be described as the Nidhogg itself. The queen of the nest was a dragon that rivaled the size of mountains, with no exaggeration, I swear on my honor. The smallest of its fangs were taller than I am," Stoick spoke with the memories of the battle fresh in his mind, the fear still real.

"Once we lured it from its home it laid waste to our entire fleet and slew nearly all the warriors we had brought with us to take the island. Had it not been for my son, Hiccup," Stoick gestured to Hiccup, "we would have been eradicated. He came down from the heavens itself riding his own dragon and they engaged the beast in a battle to the death. In the end, they emerged victorious. We have, in our war against the dragons, been blinded to their true nature. Hiccup, if you could explain, please."

Hiccup nodded and all eyes trained themselves on where the heirs sat. "The dragon that myself and my dragon slew was the queen of the nest. Most dragon nests have some form of ruler, and each ruler is capable of bending lesser dragons to its will. In this way, the queen of the nest here, the Red Death, enslaved and forced the dragons you have been fighting against for the past three hundred years to bring it food," he explained.

"In their natural state, dragons, like most men, are good, like my dragon. But so too can they be evil, just as men can be as well. The Red Death was a twisted and corrupted creature, you could barely call it a dragon at the point she was at. No other ruler I have met has done what the Red Death has done in waging war on humans continuously for so many years," Hiccup concluded, before falling silent.

The assembled vikings took a minute to process what Hiccup had just explained to them. The first to speak was Ug, chief of the Uglithugs, "Impossible, you expect me to believe this Stoick? That dragons are not the beasts we and our fathers have seen every day of their lives? Bah! We should gut the lot of them until none remain, I say."

Stoick addressed his fellow chief, "I shared in your worries as well, old friend, but I have seen nothing but evidence to support my son's claims."

"And what evidence could that be?" Ug asked, in a condescending tone.

As if in response to the very question, the planks of the walls and the stones of the floor trembled as a low guttural growl echoed from above the hall. Every viking paled and sat rigid in their seats, their hands gripping the hilts of their weapons tight. Nobody moved, nobody breathed. Hiccup smirked, before answering the Uglithug chief's question, "Because, if dragons were truly evil then my dragon could have turned you to ash the moment you set foot on this island," he said darkly. Toothless had eaten his fill on the local fish and had returned to Berk stealthily, before roosting on the roof of the great hall to speak with his rider and observe the meet. Toothless and Hiccup shared their feelings of humor through their bond at the vikings reaction, Toothless watching through the eyes of Hiccup.

Chief Eirikr of the Oiks was the first to recover from realizing there was a dragon on top of the hall they sat in, likely a large one judging from its growl. "May we see your dragon, then, Hiccup?" he asked with a small hint of fear and awe in his voice. Hiccup nodded and stood, walking towards the entrance of the hall. The rest of the assembly followed behind him somewhat hesitantly. Fisker walked at the fore of the group, his massive strides caught up with Hiccup's brisk pace instantly. "If you value your life, do not draw your weapons," Hiccup warned seriously as they approached the door.

The assembly left the hall and stood in the small field that laid before them. They looked around, expecting to see a ferocious dragon ready to devour them, but found nothing. Hiccup inclined his head back to the roof of the hall where Toothless' mass perched on the ridge of the roof. The black dragon looked down at the group with amusement, relishing the effect his presence had on them. Hiccup smirked knowingly at his dragon's feelings. The chiefs, their heirs, and their attendants stood in awe of Toothless. Some of them couldn't resist the instinct to reach for their weapons. The more levelheaded of the group quickly snapped them out of it, Hiccup's warning ringing in their minds.

"I take it you've seen enough?" Hiccup deadpanned. The assembly all nodded before walking slowly under where the dragon was perched and back into the the great hall. Everyone took their respective seats and sat in silence as they contemplated their next moves. "What sort of dragon is he? I've never seen anything quite like him," asked Cami, the chiefs too lost in their thoughts to care that a heir had the first word.

"A Night Fury," Hiccup replied casually. The chiefs snapped their heads up, their full attention now on what the young rider had to say. "The unholy offspring of lightning and death is what your son rides into battle, Stoick?" Bertha almost laughed, "Why is he not heir to Berk? With him as chief you could rule all the archipelago and then some. Not even the Romans could hope to best you." Camicazi's eyes sparkled with a new found interest in the young rider.

Snotlout's right eye twitched. "Chieftainship would suit me ill. My talents would be wasted in governing Berk, staying in one place. As a rider I can do much more, for many. I have no desire to be chief of Berk. As I've proven, I can facilitate peace between men and dragons," Hiccup responded to the large woman.

"A noble stance," the young woman representing the Peaceable Country said, "not abusing your power for personal gain over those who could not stand against you. You think very much like the free people do. With great power comes great responsibility, it is good to know that you have not fallen to pride." Hiccup smirked at Heather's compliment, he quite liked the Peaceable Country. It was founded by runaway slaves and men looking for a fresh start in life. They didn't believe in having a single ruler and instead elected men or women to represent their interests in a council. The council facilitated the role of chief and governed the day-to-day affairs of the village. They had many rights that were unknown to many of the countries Hiccup had visited during his journey, and their focus on education and betterment of the people made them a strong country. Their only weakness was the lack of will to maintain a standing army, they were defenseless and often raided by the Outcast's who lived so close to them.

Ug sat, still contemplating recent events. Hiccup didn't know if it was because he was just stupid or if he was waiting for an opportune moment to strike. The man obviously had a strong dislike for dragons and would oppose any peace Hiccup put forward unless it benefited his tribe. As if peace itself wasn't a benefit. If they continued to kill dragons indiscriminately the war would renew again and the fighting would be for life, not food, and much fiercer. The dragons were a proud race, they would not let themselves be slowly killed off by vikings.

As the rider looked around the room he found his eyes trained on Gothi, whose own eyes were wide in shock. Hiccup was puzzled by her expression for a second, before he felt a presence gently glide over the borders of his mind. Hiccup immediately threw up towering walls to repel the invasion, and Toothless, sensing the threat, merged minds with his rider as they both launched a fierce retaliation against the source of the invasion.

To Gothi's right the young woman with long black hair from the Peaceable Country dropped her tankard of mead and hissed in pain. Hiccup stood abruptly, sending his char skidding back across the stone floor before swiftly making his way to Heather and grabbed her roughly by the forearm, barely containing his supernatural strength which would have snapped her bones like twigs. The rider yanked her up and pulled her towards to the doors of the great hall. All present watched the events unfold in horror, as the son of the chief of Berk sullied his honor by interrupting the meet and dragged a woman off. A fierce growl rumbled down through the rafters of the hall, silencing any objections to Hiccup's actions.

Gothi hobbled after Hiccup, joining him and the Peaceable Country's representative in wherever they stormed off to. "Well," Stoick said nervously, "perhaps we should break for today. Quite a lot to digest at one time. Tomorrow is wash day, perhaps we could take leave of the meet and better settle our guests in before resuming the following morn?" All still present agreed before returning to their guest lodges, the dragon's warning clear enough. Do not follow Hiccup.

* * *

><p>Hiccup dragged a still recovering Heather back behind the great hall, into a dense portion of the forest. "We can either do this the easy way or the hard way, and believe me, I have no qualms in doing the hard way," Hiccup threatened coldly, the combined might of his and Toothless' mental assault looming over the edges of Heather's mind. She nodded quickly in acceptance of her fate, too shocked to speak.<p>

"Who are you and what are you doing here?" the rider questioned, darkly.

"I-I'm who I said I was, I am a representative of the Peaceable Country," Heather stammered in equal parts fear and nerves, taking a few steps away from Hiccup. She had a raging headache from being savagely thrown from the former heir of Berk's mind.

"Don't lie to me," Hiccup growled, stepping forward slightly, surrounding her with his and Toothless' minds.

"I'm not lying! I swear! I'm sent on these kinds of tasks frequently because of my... talents," Heather pleaded, weakly.

"So you're a spy!" the rider spat in disgust, reaching for his sword. "I should just kill you now-"

"Now, now, Hiccup, don't be rash," an old voice rattled through the clearing Hiccup and Heather were occupying. "I'm sure she didn't mean any harm, did you girl?" Hiccup glared at Gothi as she stepped out from behind a tree.

Heather, to nervous to speak, simply nodded her head vigorously in agreement. "I was the first mind she touched, before yourself," Gothi continued on, "She didn't learn anything from me, and she certainty didn't learn anything from you."

"It doesn't change the fact that she tried," Hiccup countered, "she could have looked into any of the other representatives and learned their every secret and they would have never known. She already admitted to doing such things before, its no less than she deserves."

"Regardless, it would reflect badly on Berk's reputation if you were to drag here out into the forest and slaughter her like a pig," Gothi said sternly, "I will watch the girl and ensure that she doesn't use her talents inappropriately during her stay here. There's no reason to start hostilities with the Peaceable Country."

Hiccup scowled at the old woman lecturing him with great distaste. "I could always eat the both of them," Toothless said, half jokingly, half seriously. The joke lightened Hiccup's temperament slightly, "Fine, but if I catch her again, that's the end. We'll talk later about why you're able to use magic yourself, Gothi."

Hiccup leapt up into Toothless' saddle in a single bound before they disappeared into the sky. Gothi and Heather stood in the clearing and only left after several minutes. "Come on girl, I'll get you a bunk in my hut," Gothi motioned to Heather. The raven-haired young woman nodded sadly before following the old woman that had just saved her life.

As the pair exited the forest, Heather thought to herself how lucky she was to be alive. "I've never felt a presence like that before, it was like standing under a waterfall. Just another thing to ask the council when I return home."

* * *

><p>Astrid, Fishlegs, Ruffnut, and Tuffnut watched from outside the great hall as Hiccup and his dragon flew off into the sunset. "What do you think happened?" Ruff asked Astrid, word quickly spread that Hiccup had dragged one of the meet representatives out into the forest.<p>

"I don't know," Astrid said, deep in thought, "I just hope Hiccup didn't feed her to his dragon." The twins chuckled darkly, thinking of the worst fate imaginable for the representative from the Peaceable Country, imaging what havoc they could wreck with their own dragons.

Gothi and a young woman who nobody in their group could identify emerged from the forest shortly after the twins maniacal chuckling died down. "See, Hiccup wouldn't do something like that," Fishlegs said.

"Do we really know anything about Hiccup anymore?" Tuff drawled as he kicked at a rock, bored.

Astrid and Fishlegs looked at the male twin in confusion, "Of course we do, we grew up together, Tuff. Ten years is a long time but he couldn't have changed so much that he would be unrecognizable," Astrid explained. Fishlegs smiled sadly and thought to himself, sometimes Tuff's words had some unconventional wisdom to them. They probably didn't know Hiccup anymore.

The various representatives of the meet strode out of the great hall with Stoick leading them to their lodges for the night. Spitelout and Snotlout followed closely behind Stoick, Gothi and Heather walked side by side as the group found its way to the village square before splitting up. Most of the representatives went to separate guest lodges in the village square whilst Gothi and Heather headed towards the elder's hut.

"Come on, lets grab some food," Fish proposed. Ruff jumped up to follow the large viking followed quickly by Tuff. Astrid watched as the last of the representatives retired to their lodges for the evening before looking to the horizon, as the sun set. Her stomach growled lowly before she joined her friends in the great hall for supper.

Sitting at their group's normal table with a plate piled high with assorted meats and half a loaf of bread, Astrid sighed. "I'm sure he'll be back tonight, or at least by morning," Fish explained through bites of his own meal, "the meet probably won't resume until the day after tomorrow, on account of wash day. He'll definitely be back by then. You explained why we needed him to stay, right?"

"Of course I did," Astrid said tersely, thinking back to the conversation she had with Hiccup a few days before the meet where she explained Snotlout's position as heir and the dire situation Berk faced if he became chief. "I'm not about to let Snotlout become chief, not without a fight," Astrid whispered, "remember when the chief and Spitelout left to negotiate trade two autumns ago? He ran the village into the ground with his celebrations and then he was too piss drunk to defend our livestock from a dragon raid. The entire village nearly died of starvation that winter."

"And he's been messing up ever since," Ruff added, "no wonder the chief didn't give him any duties until recently. Ten years of training and he can barely keep the village functioning for a day."

"He's trying though, isn't he? Maybe he just needs some more experience-" Fish began saying before being cut off by Ruff, "Oh please, he's shot down every brilliant idea you've had to improve the village. If he was trying to make things better he'd listen to you more often," she quietly ranted before taking a long drink from her tankard.

A slight tinge of red that wasn't from the mead touched Fish's cheeks, not many people appreciated his ideas. He had worked hard to fill the void of inventions after Hiccup left and nobody had given them any thought except Astrid, Ruff, and Tuff.

The group ate the rest of their meal in companionable silence. An hour later the doors of the great hall opened and the representatives of the meet walked in to eat their fill for the night. There was plenty of food left, no expenses were spared. Had to look strong in front of the other tribes even though a month ago they were struggling to get enough food to last the winter. "How wasteful," Astrid thought in distaste.

As the representatives started eating conversation returned to normal in the hall, eventually some villagers began to break into song and the celebrations began in earnest. "Strange, why is Gothi sitting with them?" Astrid wondered aloud.

"Dunno, maybe she's involved with the meet somehow?" Fish supplied. Gothi was the oldest person in the village, maybe the meet required her wisdom.

"I guess..." Astrid replied, deep in thought. Fish fetched the table another round of mead and they descended into conversation, wasting their time until they retired for the night. Another hour passed by and the remaining mead and food dried up. Eventually the doors of the hall opened again and a single figure strode forth. Hiccup. Astrid and her group noticed him slip into the hall, the rest of the village was too far gone to notice. They watched as he walked up to the long table where the remains of their feast was picked clean, before he quickly assembled himself a plate and moved to sit at a small unoccupied table in the corner of the hall.

Astrid got up to go sit with Hiccup and the rest of the group followed her. Hiccup ate in silence, ignoring his unwanted guests, hoping they would just leave. Ruff glanced at Hiccup's plate and noticed he only had the lean vegetables they grew on Berk and half a loaf of bread, "Sorry about that Hiccup, the rest of the village was a little hungry. They don't get to eat this good very often," she explained conversationally, "speaking of which, what happened today at the meet!"

Astrid inwardly cringed at her friend's directness. "Nothing," he replied nonchalantly as he tore off a bite of bread and read from a small scroll he had fetched during Ruff's apology about the food. Everyone at the table thought that he would expand upon what happened at the meet but after a minute of silence it became clear that the former heir of Berk was not interested in talking.

Tuff, annoyed that Hiccup had ignored his sister, snatched the scroll Hiccup was reading off the table. "What is this stuff even," he said, "it's not even written in runes! Just a bunch of squiggly lines!"

Hiccup stood up, "Give it back, Tuff." A blind, deaf, and dumb man could tell Hiccup not in a good mood so Astrid took the scroll from Tuff before slapping him in the back of the head. She handed the scroll back to Hiccup but caught a glimpse of the writing. Astrid wasn't the most literate viking but she knew her runes well, and Tuff was right, it was most definitely not Norse. That being said, the penmanship of whoever wrote the scroll was beautiful. Long lines that blurred into each other with dots and dashes decorating the lines in places, the edges of the scroll had fine pattern of leaves and trees. It was obviously not a common scroll. Hiccup took the scroll and put it into a small pack laying on the ground next to his chair.

Stoick noticed a man stand up in the far corner of the great hall and looked over to find his son confronting a Thorston twin who was holding up a piece of parchment. The chief of Berk rose from his seat to fetch his son. "Ah, Hiccup," he said as he approached the table, "come join us at the long table. We need to discuss the plans for the meet tomorrow."

Hiccup scowled and rose to follow his father to sit with the representatives of the meet. Astrid and her group went to sit at a table close to the representatives so they could hear what was being discussed. Astrid didn't miss the dark look Hiccup shot Heather, the representative of the Peaceable Country she learned of during the feast.

"Now that everyone's here, I've decided to postpone the meet until the day after tomorrow. We can observe wash day tomorrow and get to know each other. Hopefully negotiations will be less tense after that," Stoick directed his last words to Hiccup, Heather, and Gothi, who he had noticed stuck to the Peaceable Country's representative since they stormed off during the meet earlier that day.

Hiccup scowled, he didn't particularly want to get to know any of the other representatives, and bathing in the presence of others was not something he enjoyed. Toothless scoffed in his throaty dragon laugh at his rider's embarrassment. "At least you can impress them with your battle wound," the black dragon said, "few can say they survived a battle with the most deadly of the elements."

Stoick looked around the table, seeing no disagreement other than his errant son's annoyed face. "Very well," the chief said, "then you may all retire for the evening. Sleep well." And with that, the representatives and the rest of Berk filed out of the great hall to find their beds. Hiccup was the first to leave the hall and was back at the Hofferson house and under Toothless' wings before anyone could speak to him.

* * *

><p>The next morning Hiccup was rudely awakened by Tuff and Fish at an, what he considered, ungodly hour of the morn. He despised, hated, being awake so early. Years of sleeping until the sun was high in the sky had developed into a bad habit of his, and frankly, he blamed the elves and Toothless for it. "HICCUP! WAKE UP!" yelled Tuff, followed by a clang, bang, clang, bang, "THE CHIEF WANTS YOU AT THE SPRINGS!"<p>

"I'm up! Stop making that racket!" Hiccup half yelled in annoyance, Tuff held his head up from the rock he was headbutting with his helmet on with a wicked grin plastered on his face. Fish looked slightly embarrassed at his friend's stupidity.

The pair took several steps back as Toothless unfurled his massive wings and Hiccup stepped out into the morning sun, squinting. Fish held out a leather bag, Hiccup took it and peeked inside. It contained a bar of lye soap an expensive looking fine bone comb. "Thanks," Hiccup replied to the large viking, his voice deep and baritone from sleep.

"No thanks needed Hiccup," Fish said cheerfully, "my gift to you in memory of our childhood." He decided it would be best to tell Hiccup it was from him instead of his father, he didn't know if their relationship was repaired enough for that yet. Better not risk it.

Hiccup walked over to Toothless' saddle, which lay discarded by the large black dragon, and withdrew a silk linens and put it as well as the soap and comb into a small traveling bag before joining Fish and Tuff, letting them lead him to wherever he was supposed to go. "Have fun, Hiccup," Toothless mocked, laughing in his dragon laugh again. His rider just shook his head.

"What's it making that noise for?" Fish questioned, conversationally.

"He's laughing," Hiccup replied shortly, he still wasn't awake enough to deal with people yet. He couldn't understand how either of his guides were functioning so well this early. Fish had a starstruck look on his face as he contemplated that a dragon could laugh.

The trio emerged into a clearing sometime later, along the way they met Astrid and Tuff guiding the women to the same clearing. Stoick, Spitelout, Snot, and Gothi were already in the clearing. Next to Gothi stood a sheepish looking Heather whose eyes darted to the ground the moment Hiccup walked into the clearing. "We on Berk are lucky in that we have natural heated water year round," Stoick was explaining to those assembled, "even in winter all can enjoy bathing in hot water. Men shall bathe in the northern springs whilst women may bathe in the southern springs."

Men and women broke into two groups, each heading in opposite directions. After a brisk ten minutes of walking Hiccup and the rest of the men arrived at a set of several large pools of steaming water. Several of the vikings promptly shed their clothing and jumped into the pools, sending large waves of scalding water splashing onto those standing on the bank. Hiccup sidestepped one such wave and made his way to the pool farthest from everyone else, unbuttoning his long-sleeved green tunic as he walked. Stopping to undo his belt fastened around his breeches he noticed that the more prominent members of the meet had decided to join him at his spring. "Just great," he thought sarcastically. Hiccup felt his dragon's mirth at his discomfort.

The representatives undressed and slipped into the pool with grace, unlike some of the other vikings present. They had a reputation to uphold. Sighing and accepting his fate, Hiccup discarded his tunic and breeches before quickly hopping in the pool. The representatives reaction was precisely what he thought it would be. "Odin's beard, lad! What a scar!" chief Mogadon whistled, the others examined Hiccup's exposed chest closely, including his father, Spitelout, and Snot.

Starting from Hiccup's right hand, wrapping around his arm and shoulder, down across his chest and wrapping around his waist before winding down his leg to his left foot was a thick scar. It was a deep pink color that contrasted his pale skin, the body of the scar itself was thick and sinuous like a great snake. Forking off at random points were branches that looked like leafless dead trees.

"How'd you get that? Doesn't look like anything I've ever seen..." Spitelout asked in awe.

Hiccup smirked wryly at their open awe, "Had a little tussle with Thor," he replied cryptically, Toothless laughed at the irony of his explanation. Realization hit the assembled vikings like a sack of rocks, and their awe became shock. "Flying does have its risks," he added, when nobody spoke up.

"What did it feel like?" Snot asked to Hiccup's distaste and surprise, he didn't think Snot liked him back on Berk. He could agree with that sentiment.

"Nothing," Hiccup answered after contemplating for a moment, "The pain is so great you don't feel anything else, no land below you and no sky above. No self, no people, no thoughts, no emotions, no feelings, only pain. It lasts only a second but that second stretches on for eternity, a lifetime of misery. The pain obliterates everything else."

Chief Ug harrumphed, "At least your boy is made a strong stuff, Stoick. He would make a fine chief, not many can say they survived the wrath of Thor himself." The others made similar comments.

Snot scowled and tried his best to ignore Hiccup's praise, he didn't like the way everyone treated Useless after he returned. He only killed one dragon whilst he had killed tens of them, they should be singing his praises, not Hiccup's.

The group descended into pleasant conversation and companionable silence as they went about their bathing. Hiccup waded back to the shore to grab his clothes so he could wash them. Although it was a pain he disliked that women did all the household chores for the men in viking society. He was more accustomed to the equality of the elves' society.

As he approached the bank he heard the slightest rustle in the bushes directly in front of him and his eyes snapped to the spot. He stood motionless, watching closely. His heightened eyesight seeing through the shade of the forest easily. After a few moments of seeing nothing he took his clothes into the water and began to scrub at them with the lye soap that Fish had gifted to him.

Hiding behind a tree was a scantily clad Cami, Ruff, and Ruff. The three of their hearts beating out of their chests. Hiccup almost spotted them. They would never live it down if they were caught peeking on the men bathing. "Come on you idiots!" Astrid screamed in a whisper as they sneaked back into the forest. Once they were out of earshot and well on their way back to their own springs she berated them, "Why did you two idiots run off like that! What if you were caught? I would have had to share in your dishonor when I was only sent to bring you back!"

"You sure weren't complaining once we got there," Ruff said meekly, "besides! Did you see that scar! It's gotta be the best one on Berk, hands down. Now all he has to do is lose a few limbs and he'll be the most grizzled viking!" She ended her tirade cackling madly. Astrid sighed, not understanding how her friend could be so obsessed with pain and battle wounds. Astrid glanced over at the silent heir of the Bog Burglars whose lips were slightly upturned in a coy smirk and a sparkle in her eyes.

The trio of young women emerged from the forest back into the southern springs. The others had finished bathing and were now washing mountains of clothes from giant baskets. Astrid sighed and moved to help elder Gothi with her wash, leaving the two idiots to fend for themselves. Tuff was being reprimanded by one of the matrons of the village for running off into the woods. Cami joined her mother as they and the other Bog Burglars washed their own clothes.

It was going to be a long day.

* * *

><p>After the entire village had washed and gone about their daily chores, the representatives of the meet headed back to the great hall for their evening meal. Hiccup was in a slightly better mood after bathing, he hadn't had an opportunity since he left for Midgard nearly two weeks ago. His embarrassment over his battle scar was quickly forgotten and everything was pointing towards a good day.<p>

He walked into the great hall, grabbed a plate, piled it high with the best vegetables and fruits Berk had to offer, which wasn't much, and found a quiet table in the corner of the hall. The rest of the representatives had already dished up and were feasting like wild hogs, gossiping between each mouthful of food. The representatives also felt like it was going to be a good day, they managed to form a closer bond to their savior, even if it was a small one. The only one who wasn't having a good day was Snot.

"Oi, Stoick!" chief Bertha bellowed between bites of a yak leg, "You sure you don't want your son to be chief? From what I hear he took Thor's wrath and lived to tell the tale. You'd be a fool to throw away that kind of man," the large woman then shared a quick glance with her daughter, "I'd be willing to offer my daughter's hand in marriage if it'll get ya to name him heir again."

Stoick stopped eating and took a long drink from his tankard before humming in thought for a moment. He was interrupted when Snot abruptly stood up and kicked his chair back away from the table as he loudly stomped over to the corner of the hall Hiccup was seated at. In the loudest, most intimidating roar he could muster, Snot yelled, "Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the third! I challenge you to a duel for your birthright, the victor becomes heir to the chieftainship of Berk!"

Everyone in the hall paused in what they were doing to watch what would happen next, nobody moved, nobody breathed. It had been many years since Berk last had a duel. Hiccup chewed on on a bite of bread as he observed his fuming cousin, "I have no interest in being chief of Berk, the right is yours," he said simply.

This only enraged Snot further, "Obviously not everyone sees it that way, so we have to do things the hard way," he spat angrily, "unless you're too scared to face me? Not surprising, given your childhood." Snot had an evil grin on his face at the last comment.

Hiccup gave a feral, toothy smile in response, "Very well, the winner of the duel will choose who becomes the next heir. Do you agree to such terms?"

Spitelout jumped out of his chair to object but was too late, "Agreed!" roared Snot, his grin even larger. He'd finally get was was rightfully his, Berk, and no one would stop him.

"Time, place, and weapon?" Hiccup asked. Snot turned around and yelled to the rest of the hall, "Tomorrow, when the sun is highest in the sky, at the kill ring. You can use whatever weapon you want, Useless, but I'll still crush you." Snot spat the word 'Useless' at Hiccup like it was an arrow.

After finishing his tirade Snot marched out of the great hall with his father running after him. Hiccup returned to his meal and conversed with Toothless in the sanctuary of his mind. The rest of the village just remained silent as they processed the events, the most shocked were Astrid and her gang, who had walked into the hall shortly before the challenge, Stoick, who didn't think his son would ever participate in a duel willingly, and Heather, who feared Hiccup would kill the young Berkian with magic in the ring.

Astrid, Ruff, Fish, and Tuff walked over to Hiccup's table with hesitation, his calm at the duel unnerved them. "Hiccup... are you okay?" Astrid whispered as she sat down. The others sat quietly with blank stares at the table, one of their friends could die tomorrow.

"Of course, isn't this what you wanted? I'll beat Snot tomorrow and then I can choose a new heir," Hiccup deadpanned as he drank some mead.

"Wait, what? I thought the winner of the duel became heir..." Tuff said, not understanding the politics of what had just happened.

"Notice that I said the winner chooses who becomes heir, not that they become heir themselves. Snot was so enraged that he didn't even consider my words when I proposed the conditions," Hiccup answered the twin.

"But if you're not going to be heir then who is?" Fish asked with hesitation.

Hiccup just snorted and grinned, "You," he said to his large childhood friend. Fish sat up straight and was struck dumb, at a loss for words. "You're obviously the only one in the village fit for the position. You are young enough that you will have time to grow into the role but smart enough to make the village prosper. You also won't be quick to resort to violence. You'll make a good chief, Fish," Hiccup added, nodding as he summarized Fish's qualifications.

Everyone was at the table was at a loss for words, that Hiccup would give chieftainship up to someone he hasn't been friends with for nearly fifteen years. That he would give the chieftainship up to someone outside of the Haddock family who had ruled Berk for generations. It was the highest honor he could give, in their minds.

"But, but..." Fish stuttered madly, "I can't be chief! I-I..."

Ruff elbowed Fish hard, cutting him off, "Of course you can be chief, idiot. You're too smart to inherit the family business anyway. Your smarts would be wasted being a merchant, but a great chief. I know you can do a lot of good for the village, just think of that water thingy you wanted to make-"

"Irrigation?" Fish supplied.

"Yeah, that's it! Then we wouldn't have to eat these tough and grainy vegetables. Or at least Hiccup wouldn't, since he doesn't eat meat," Ruff said, excitedly.

Astrid frowned and looked at the remains of Hiccup's meal still on his plate. Dried tomatoes, carrots, some bread crumbs, and scraps of a cooked potato. She had never seen him eat meat, it was odd. She quirked her eyebrow and shot Hiccup a questioning glare. "It's a habit I picked up during my travels," he said, shrugging, "I didn't think anyone would notice."

Astrid didn't say anything but just thought it was weird. Then again, Hiccup was weird, is still weird. "I better get some rest, big day tomorrow after all," Hiccup said sarcastically. The group just nodded and pondered recent events. Berk was changing.

As Hiccup wandered back to to the Hofferson lodge for the night, he made a quick detour at the Ingerman home. He knocked on the door and was surprised to have it open almost immediately. The giant form of Fisker appeared in the doorway, "I was wondering when you'd stop by, word has already spread throughout Berk of your duel tomorrow. What do I owe the pleasure?" the old fisherman asked intelligently, gesturing Hiccup inside his house.

Hiccup smiled lightly before walking through the threshold, "I think you already know what I'm here for," he said, "I want Fish to be the next chief. When I win the duel I intend to name him heir, and I need you to convince him to accept it."

Fisker and Hiccup sat down on two luxuriously carved wooden chairs, Fisker sat silently, deep in thought. "I know Fish is the best choice for a new chief, nobody on Berk would be as good of chief as him. He would lead Berk to prosperity. He's got the intelligence, the heart, and he's reluctant to take power. All good traits of a leader. He only needs the confidence to take the first step," Hiccup argued to himself.

Fisker just nodded, his son did have the makings of a good leader, but he was not a warrior. He didn't have the ruthlessness to succeed in the viking world, and he would have many political enemies if he accepted becoming the heir of Berk. It was dangerous. He wouldn't let his son come to harm. But Fish could do a lot for Berk, if given the opportunity.

"I don't need an answer now, just think on it and talk to him. If you can't convince him I'll withhold choosing the new heir as long as I can," and with that Hiccup stood and left Fisker staring at the roaring fireplace, contemplating the future of Berk.

* * *

><p>The entire village didn't get a wink of sleep that night. All of Berk was buzzing with activity the next morning as they prepared for the duel. Nobody bothered waking Hiccup that morning, he would need all the rest he could for the fight. It was late morning when Hiccup woke up and he was immediately wide awake. Toothless hadn't slept, he wouldn't let someone sneak up on his rider and kill him in the night over a silly duel.<p>

Hiccup crawled out from under Toothless' wings, walked to his saddle and withdrew a small wineskin and his sword before starting the long walk to the kill ring. As he walked the crowd of villagers parted and made a path for him.

Astrid, Ruff, and Tuff ran up behind Hiccup and followed him to the ring. He simply ignored them and uncorked the wineskin and took a long drink, savoring the sweet golden liqueur that the elves favored. He instantly felt energy surge up within him, not that he needed it, but it would make the beating he was about to give Snot more tolerable.

Hiccup's former friends gave him worried looks. Astrid, being the closest to him, wrinkled her nose at the sickly sweet smell of whatever he was drinking. That was not a good sign. As they approached the ring, Hiccup saw Fisker and Fish standing next to the gate. The group came to a stop as Hiccup and Fisker shared a brief look before Fish's father nodded his head and placed his hand on Hiccup's shoulder, "Good luck, lad." With that, the father and son left to find their seats around the ring.

Hiccup smirked, knowing everything was in order. Fish had agreed to become heir if, when, Hiccup beat Snot. An easy task. "You shouldn't be so confident, Hiccup," Toothless spoke in his mind, "even if he is a human, if you underestimate him, he could injure you."

Hiccup just shook his head at his dragon's worry, and stepped under the gate and into the ring. Snot and his father were talking in hushed tones on the other side of the ring, near one of the dragon pens. "I'm going to have to change that," Hiccup thought, "there is no reason to keep them locked up with the Red Death gone." Toothless agreed with him.

The entire crowd grew silent as the two participants came face to face. Spitelout said a few last words to his son before leaving the ring. Stoick rose from his throne overlooking the ring, the representatives of the meet sat on either side of him to watch the duel. "You may begin when ready," was all he said.

"Who do you think is gonna win?" Bertha asked her fellow chiefs.

"Snotlout," chief Ug replied. He had heard of the son of Berk's second-in-command, and although there was proof of Hiccup slaying a titanic dragon, seeing is believing.

"I cannot say," Eirikr said, concentrating on the fight.

Chief Mogadon said nothing but observed the two warriors closely.

"Hiccup," Heather said, without a doubt, almost as if she knew what the outcome was before the duel had ended. Bertha wanted to ask her why but the duel had suddenly begun.

"Ready to die, Useless?" Snot asked Hiccup as he walked forward, raising his shield and twirling his war-hammer arrogantly. "Let's see if you can use that sword or if its just for show!"

Hiccup ignored the taunt and walked to the side, circling Snot. When he didn't draw his sword Snot sent him a defiant glare and Hiccup simply raised his fists in a stance. Snot discarded his shield and roared in anger before charging Hiccup, raising his war hammer high.

Hiccup deftly sidestepped the charge and brought his leg around in a fierce kick, sweeping Snot's legs out from underneath him. Instead of pushing his advantage Hiccup simply walked away from his cousin laying on the ground and made his way to the opposite side of the arena.

Snot scrambled back to his feet, sucking in gasps of air, trying to catch the breath that was just knocked out of him. Hiccup simply watched his cousin with a bored look of disappointment. He wasn't even going to be a challenge. Snot, seeing his face, went into another fit of rage and charged Hiccup again. This time he held back in his charge, so he couldn't be knocked down again.

Snot brought his hammer up at swung it horizontally, trying to crack Hiccup's head. Hiccup dodged with the most minimal effort, barely dodging the blow, before throwing a soft punch to Snot's ribs, knocking him away.

Snot groaned in pain, he didn't think his cousin could hit that hard. His ribs were definitely fractured. Instead of immediately attacking his cousin again he backpedaled and picked up his shield, better to be safe than sorry. Hiccup watched his cousin pick up his shield and laughed a little. It was time to get serious.

Snot slowly crept closer to Hiccup, who had begun to circle him again. When the two were only feet apart Snot lunged forward, trying to crush Hiccup's left arm with his hammer. Hiccup saw his opportunity and dashed forward, getting behind his guard and grabbing onto Snot's shield. In one fluid motion he jerked the shield, hard, forward and away from his cousin's body. Snotlout immediately howled in pain as his left arm made a sickening crunching noise. Hiccup had used the shield as leverage to snap Snot's arm.

Hiccup released the shield and hopped back, out of range of Snot's next strike. His left arm hung limply at his side, his shield still lashed to his forearm. Tears of pain ran down Snot's face as he charged Hiccup again, blind in his rage, swinging wildly. Hiccup deftly dodged a few more strikes before catching Snot's arm as he missed a weak swing.

Hiccup guided his cousin's arm down and out of the way as he brought up his right fist and slammed it into Snot's face, breaking his nose and sending a river of blood down his face. It was time to end this farce of a duel. Pushing his advantage Hiccup tightened his grip on Snot's wrist, using the smallest fraction of his supernatural strength, and his cousin dropped his hammer in pain.

Hiccup then flung his arm back, throwing Snot a short distance until he collided with the wall of the ring. He brought up his fist again and slammed it horizontally into Snot's jaw, whipping his head to the side and knocking a tooth out. He crumbled to the ground, momentarily unconscious. Hiccup held up his cousin's head and kneed him in the face, hard, harder than necessary maybe. Now solidly unconscious, he tossed the limp body of Snotlout into the center of the arena.

The crowd was more silent than the dead. The duel went overwhelmingly in Hiccup's favor, and he was unarmed. Snotlout never had a chance of victory. Everyone was shocked, except for two people, Astrid and Heather. Astrid had seen what she thought was Hiccup during the battle with the Red Death. If it was, he was a better warrior than even her. Heather knew there was more to Hiccup than what met the eye and it was impossible for a mundane man to defeat him.

Hiccup stood in the arena, looking at the throne where his father sat, waiting for his verdict. Stoick recovered and realized he had to perform his duties, so he rose and bellowed, "Hiccup wins! As per the conditions of the duel, he is now, once again, the heir of Berk!" The crowd broke out of their shock and erupted into cheers.

Hiccup held up his hand, the crowd quieting to hear him, before he said, "I'm afraid not, the conditions of the duel were that whoever won would choose who was the next heir, not that they would be heir."

The crowd murmured at this, wondering what he meant. It was obvious to any viking, if you won you'd pick yourself of course. "Surely you'd choose yourself to be heir, Hiccup?" Stoick asked his son.

Hiccup just shook his head and smiled, "No. I choose Fishlegs Ingerman as the heir of Berk."

The crowd erupted into chaos at the thought of someone not related to the Haddock line becoming chief. The chaos quickly descended from yells of protest into violence. Fisker stood next to his son with his battleaxe in his hand, which was large enough for a normal man to wield with both hands but only required one of his. Nobody made a move on the Ingerman family.

"SILENCE!" Stoick roared, instantly his people stopped their rioting, "Hiccup, you cannot do this son. You or Snotlout must be heir, it is the viking way." All eyes focused on Hiccup for his next words.

"Of course, I had thought as much," he said.

"Hiccup, are you sure you want to do this?" Toothless asked his rider, "our master will not be pleased if we are gone so long unnecessarily. Not to mention the Order will miss our presence."

"Of course, Toothless, besides, in a way we are doing exactly what he wants. Midgard is the most difficult of the realms to prepare for. Our work here will help our plans tremendously when the time comes," Hiccup quickly replied to his dragon, before addressing the village again.

"So I propose a deal. Accept Fish as heir of Berk and I will give you, all of you, a gift. The gift of knowledge."

"A gift of knowledge?" everyone seemingly asked at once. They watched as Hiccup slowly walked to the far corner of the ring, towards the gate of one of the dragon pens.

"Yes, I will give you the gift of..." he flung open the door.

"Dragons."

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

This was the longest chapter I've written so far, clocking in at over 10k words. There was a lot of ground to cover this chapter and there wasn't a good spot to cut it in half, so I apologize for the length. Personally I have been aiming for 6k words per chapter as an arbitrary value.

This chapter mainly deals with the first half of the meet between Berk and its viking allies. Next chapter will be the second half of the meet and how Hiccup gives the gift of dragons to the vikings.

There will be an extra chapter, a journal entry, the first of my "special chapters," in which Hiccup creates a tree of all the families on Berk. I usually try to avoid unnecessary original characters but I think it will be a little confusing without a grand list of who is who. If you're ever confused, just flip back and check out the journal entry.

There are several hints throughout the chapter towards the future plot, hopefully they were easy to find but piqued your curiosity. **The scar Hiccup has is called a Lichtenberg figure**. They are quite beautiful and unique when not carved into someones flesh. I'll leave it up to your imagination how he really got it.

The duel between Hiccup and Snot was supposed to be an overwhelming victory. Humans who have not trained extensively will not have even the smallest of chances of beating Hiccup in a fight when he's just playing around. If he was serious, he could have simply willed Snot to burst into flame. But, as I've tried to illustrate, **magic should not be common knowledge** among those who are not aware of it.

One thing you'll slowly note is the habits Hiccup has picked up during his journey, many of which are from the elves (where he spent the majority of his time). The elves do not wake early, unless they naturally wake at that hour, and are culturally vegetarians. They have a love of nature that is reflected in their home planet and thus they enjoy eating vegetables, fruits, and grains more than meat. This has no significant effect on the story but was my choice in trying to make each of the races more unique. You'll notice this as more races are introduced over time. The first race encountered outside of humans and dragons will most likely be dwarves. Over time more of these habits will become apparent, and maybe they'll rub off on other characters too.

As always, thanks for reading. R&R.

- Musica


	4. The Dragon Academy

The entire village of Berk was confused. The gift of dragons? What was that supposed to mean? They got their answer as Hiccup walked over to the nearest dragon pen and released the dragon inside. A beautiful Nadder burst through the gates of its' prison and half squawked, half roared in challenge. It had a pure sky blue hide with a cloud white underbelly. Ivory spikes adorned it from head to tail and its wings were the yellow-gold of aged parchment. It quickly focused its attention on who had released her from its prison.

Hiccup reached out with his mind in a comforting, welcoming sort of way. Almost like a mental handshake. "Hello, Nadder," he said, speaking in the language of the dragons. Toothless had taught it to him to pass the time on some of their more boring missions in the Order. Although humans and dragons were intelligent enough to learn each other's languages, physically speaking them was impossible. A dragon didn't have the physiology to enunciate the intricate sounds of mortal speech and mortals couldn't make the primal roars, growls, coos, squawks, and clicks of the dragon language. The only way for either to speak was mentally. "My name is Hiccup, I am one of the bonded. I mean you no harm," Hiccup placated.

The Nadder quirked her head like a bird and observed the strange two-legs. Not understanding the ways of thought-emotion-no-words speaking, she simply squawked her reply to the young human. "I am the mighty Stormfly! She who braves the greatest of storms! Tell me why I shouldn't turn you to ash like all the others who have challenged me!" Stormfly took a threatening step towards Hiccup and snapped her jaws in a loud click.

"Like I said," Hiccup stepped back, holding up his hands, "I mean you no harm. I am the bonded of a Night Fury. I am trying to free you and the other dragons here of your prison. But to do that, I need your help. And what you're doing now is not helping..." The villagers of Berk shouting and moving to help their former heir, weapons drawn. How easily they forget, he had slain one of the greatest of dragons on Midgard. A Nadder would not be more challenging.

Stormfly observed the mass of two-legs surrounding the ring. There were more of them here today than usual. She had heard the sounds of combat from beyond her cage and smelt the scent of blood. She noticed the dead-but-not-dead two-legs laying on the ground behind the two-legs-bonded-dark-one. A fight between two-legs? The dragon thought. "What would you have of me?" she said after considering her situation for a moment.

Hiccup relaxed and gave the Nadder a small smile, "The vikings don't understand that dragons are intelligent, they consider you beasts like any other animal, you know this. Work with me to show them you're not. If we can convince them you mean them no harm, you will be set free."

Stormfly made several clicks with her tongue and shifted on her feet in thought. "My freedom, our freedom, matters little. Better to die here against the two-legs than go back to being slaves for the corrupted-evil-controlling-one."

Hiccup put his hands out to his side and walked forward slightly. "You'll be glad to know then that the Red Death is no more. My dragon and I killed her recently. Look within yourself, you should no longer feel the pull of her influence."

The blue dragon squinted her eyes and focused her hardest on her mind, trying to grasp at the smoke that was her magic. Forever out of her reach but close enough to feel, teasing her, tempting her. If only she could tap into it, she could be an alpha. Stormfly looked for the familiar dark spot that marred her mindscape, but after several minutes of searching, found nothing. The entirety of Berk had calmed as Hiccup and the dragon in the ring stood watching each other, waiting. Bjorn and Fisker had convinced their fellow villagers not to run in, Hiccup could handle himself.

Stormfly's eyes snapped open and she raised her neck skyward and let a bellowing roar of triumph rip from her maw. "She is gone! The corrupted-evil-controlling-one is gone! I cannot feel her any longer!" she squawked happily, prancing about the ring. "Yes, yes, I'll help you two-legs-bonded-dark-one."

The blue dragon couldn't contain her excitement and a loud purring noise rumbled throughout the ring as she walked up to Hiccup. The villagers of Berk watched, unblinking, not breathing, not moving, as Hiccup reached his hand out and scratched under the Nadder's chin. "We'll just do a few things to show you're not dangerous. Not that you're not dangerous, but that you're not dangerous to them," Hiccup quickly corrected himself, and Stormfly's purring increased in volume at the compliment. She was both beautiful and deadly.

"How?" Stormfly asked. Hiccup just smirked and explained his plan. In response, a surprisingly human-like laugh left the dragons throat, but it came out hollow and high pitched, like a bird's call. "You are an interesting two-legs, I will give you that."

Stormfly then opened her mouth, baring her fangs, longer and sharper than most daggers. Hiccup placed his head inside her maw and the blue dragon's jaws snapped shut. "NO!" Stoick roared, jumping angrily up from his throne and running to the gate of the ring with his war-hammer drawn. The crowd that had previously been quelled by Fisker and Bjorn returned to their chaotic state once more.

Stoick, Bjorn, and Fisker were the first three men to enter the ring, weapons drawn as they approached the dragon. They were about to attack when Stormfly's jaws opened again and Hiccup pulled his head out, still attached to his body. The blue dragon gave him a quick lick to remove her saliva from his face, causing Hiccup to wince slightly at barbs of the Nadder's tongue.

"See, told you," Hiccup said matter-of-factly, "perfectly harmless," before giving the dragon another good scratch under its chin. All the vikings of Berk were stunned at Hiccup's sudden revival, thinking him a snack for the dragon he had just sprung. "If you put away your weapons, maybe she'll even let you scratch her," Hiccup supplied to his father, Bjorn, and Fisker.

Bjorn had a look of awe on his face, Hiccup was not only a dragonslayer, but also a dragon tamer. Seeing as neither of his two comrades were going to accept the challenge, he placed his axe on the ground carefully and walked towards the Nadder with caution. Hiccup just motioned him forward, as if annoyed at his overly slow pace.

Bjorn was by no means a small man, but the blue dragon in front of him was still easily a head taller than him and its fangs, horns, and spikes were impeccably groomed. It have the dragon a very intimidating aura. Hiccup reached up and scratched under Stormfly's chin, showing Bjorn what to do, before he too reached up and did the same. The combined scratching of both men caused the dragon to purr loudly in satisfaction before flopping on her side, content.

Bjorn stepped back and couldn't hold in a nervous, but happy, chuckle. Hiccup turned his back on the happy dragon and addressed Berk at large, "You see, the dragons were just being controlled by the Red Death. When they're not being controlled, and not being threatened, they are quite peaceful and intelligent. I wouldn't have risked my head if they weren't."

Stoick had recovered and had a gleam of pride in his eyes as he saw his son. He had come so far, done so much, become so great, and he was never a part of his life. He may never be a part of his life. The thought was one of his greatest fears, but he couldn't help but feel immense pride at his son's accomplishments.

"I would like to free these dragons," Hiccup said, "they have suffered long enough under both the Red Death and yourselves. There is no longer a reason to keep them caged up. I give you my word, and my protection, that they will not attack you."

"What do you mean, 'your protection', lad?" Mogadan asked, standing on the platform near Stoick's throne, watching the dragon and Hiccup closely.

Hiccup smirked and began explaining his plan, "I will stay on Berk and train those who are fit to be riders."

All the representatives and villagers of Berk's eyes widened at the statement. Hiccup would teach them how to become riders like him? The power they would wield, they would be unstoppable. Thoughts of glory and plunder clouded their minds.

"And who exactly are those 'fit' to be trained by you?" Ug asked, his previous hesitance at peace with dragons forgotten. The prospect of learning how to control dragons was too good to pass up over his grudge with the beasts.

"They are numerous, but simple," Hiccup began, taking a large breath for his explanation, "First, I will train no one younger than thirteen or older than thirty. Second, anyone who sends students to me must now and forever swear peace with the dragons. Third, students must be willing to live and learn on Berk. They cannot have any predisposed prejudice to the dragons, only open minds will be accepted. Fourth, and most importantly, all students must swear oaths to me that they will not abuse the knowledge and power I grant them. The penalty for breaking the oath is, of course, death," he finished darkly and seriously.

"The specifics of the oath will be detailed to prospective students before training begins. If they object to swearing such oaths they are free to leave and not receive training. Of course, you are also not obligated to provide students for my Dragon Academy if you do not believe peace with the dragons is possible," Hiccup quipped, smirking as Ug's eye twitched in annoyance.

"Training will continue for as long as I deem necessary, and if a student wishes to quit training they are free to do so but they will never reveal the contents of their training. The penalty for violating this is, also, death," Hiccup continued on, "and so, I ask you, chief Stoick, may I set these dragons free?"

"Could we ask for a day to consider your offer, Hiccup?" his father asked, he of course, wanted into his son's request but he was a chief and had the well-being of his people and the alliance with the other tribes to consider first.

Hiccup just nodded his head, expecting as such, and reached out to touch Stormfly's mind again. "Can you wait a day longer? I'm sure they will accept my proposal and then you'll be free to go where you wish."

Stormfly acknowledged his request and moved to go back to her cage, understanding the two-legs dilemma. Three hundred years of war simply did not go away in a day. "Could you also explain to the others what is happening?" The blue dragon just squawked and curled up in her cage, going to sleep. Hiccup closed the gate behind Stormfly, silently apologizing for not being able to free them sooner.

Once Hiccup closed the gate to the cage, a very angry Spitelout briskly walked into the ring and kneeled by his son's side, examining his wounds. He shouted for a healer and two women, the same ones who had treated Hiccup on the dragon nest, bustled into the ring with two small logs with a blanket attached between them forming a makeshift litter. With the help of Spitelout they moved the unconscious viking onto the litter and carried him off to the healer's hut where Helga was no doubt waiting. Spitelout stopped at the ring's gate and gave Hiccup an angry glare but said nothing and chased after his son.

Hiccup, Stoick, Bjorn, and Fisker exited the arena and closed the gate behind them. The village and its guests had a lot to think about and little to speak of. They all dispersed back to their homes, intending to talk among themselves and enjoy a midday meal. The representatives of the viking tribes did the same but agreed to meet later that evening to come to a decision about Hiccup's proposed Dragon Academy. Hiccup himself had briskly walked back to the Hofferson lodge where Toothless was waiting before crawling underneath his wing and taking a nap.

He had taken the first step in accomplishing his mission.

**. . .**

* * *

><p><strong><strong>. . .<strong>**

Hiccup was awoken from his nap sometime in the late afternoon by Fish and Tuff, his usual guides. The sun was beginning to set and Hiccup figured that the chiefs had decided to accept his proposal for training riders on Berk. He had no doubt that they would accept, their lust for power overpowered their diminutive intelligence. He would take their villagers and convert them into riders who would carry on his ideals after he left the archipelago. For good, this time, hopefully.

Hiccup followed Fish and Tuff as they climbed the hill leading to the great hall. His two guides looked like they wanted to say or ask something but they held their tongues, not able to find the words to convey their thoughts. Hiccup just ignored them, they'd speak their minds when they were ready. No doubt it had to do with the academy.

Hiccup could hear the clamor of debate from the base of the hill and it only got louder the closer he got to the doors of the hall. As Fish and Tuff opened the doors for Hiccup to walk through the entire hall quieted to nothing. In the center the representatives of the meet sat, their faces hard set, deep in thought. Fish and Tuff left his side to return to their families as Hiccup took his seat at the long table the representatives sat at.

For five minutes Hiccup sat there as the representatives continued to think, and he was utterly and completely bored. "Just accept already you stubborn old goats..." he thought to himself. No sooner did he think it, his father cleared his throat. The chiefs around the table each nodded their heads to his unspoken question.

"Hiccup, we've decided. If you're willing to teach us the ways of a rider, we will agree to your terms and allow an academy to be built on Berk. We do, however, have one stipulation. You must train each of the villages heirs," Stoick said with an air of authority.

"And if I do, you'll accept Fish as heir of Berk, correct?" Hiccup clarified. This wasn't only about the academy.

"... Yes, I'll train Fishlegs to be chief. That is, if you train the heirs to be riders," Stoick clarified his own point.

"Very well, then I accept. I will need some time to prepare for the training, a month perhaps, during which time I suspect you all will return to your villages and seek out capable students for the academy?" Hiccup asked.

The chiefs around the table nodded, "Since we're already here, I'd like to request that my daughter stay and help you prepare the academy," Bertha asked of Stoick and Hiccup, "I will return to the Bog Burglars and bring our finest warriors that fit Hiccup's qualifications to be trained by the time the month is out."

The other chiefs made similar requests, all asking that their heirs stay and help prepare for the training. Half to be honorable, half to get a head start on whatever training they would be undertaking. No one at the table thought that the training would be easy, whatever Hiccup knew made him a fearsome enemy and he had ten years to perfect his art. It would not be a simple task.

Hiccup made a small noise in the back of his throat, he had no real objection to the heirs staying but there was little they could do but get in his way as he prepared to train them. "Your heirs may stay and help with setting up the academy if the chief agrees, but I fear that they will have little to do. Most of what I need to prepare cannot be assisted with," he explained.

Stoick gave his permission that the heirs could stay on Berk while the chiefs returned to their tribes to fetch students. "I do have one question, though, Hiccup, what kind of oaths will our sons and daughters be swearing to you?" chief Eirikr of the Oiks questioned.

"Like a master smith," Hiccup began, and Gobber perked up at word of his trade, "I intend to forge steel from rock. I will take your villagers and turn them into riders. They will stronger, smarter, and more powerful than any viking that has been born in your tribe before them. Like any weapon, riders can be abused. If at any time a student breaks their oath and abuses their power for ill or personal gain, I will kill them. The knowledge I give freely is not to be taken lightly," he finished somberly.

After witnessing his overwhelming victory over the former heir of Berk, Snotlout, Hiccup's threat was not taken lightly. He was a deadly warrior in his own right, and he had a Night Fury on his side as well. Breaking the oath their heirs were going to swear would not bode well for their health.

With the agreement of the academy set up, the tension in the hall eased considerably. It was like a cool breeze on a hot summer's day. With peace agreed upon it was time for the celebrations to really begin in earnest, and food and drink was brought out in even greater quantities than before. Hiccup grabbed two loafs of bread and sneaked off to a dark corner of the room where he could relax and eat in peace. Astrid, Fish, Ruff, and Tuff saw him move to the corner and went to eat with him, their own plates piled high with meat and a tankard of mead in their free hand.

For once his peers made no move to question him or make conversation, so he accepted their presence as he ate his bread. Which was quite good, for some strange reason. He took the wineskin he had drank from early and took another long swig to wash down his bread. Astrid wrinkled her nose at the sickly sweet smell again and her curiosity was piqued, "What is that stuff you're drinking, Hiccup?" she asked.

Hiccup flashed her a toothy grin and a slight blush crept across his face. Whilst mead had little effect on his sensibilities, the elven liqueur was quite strong, especially in large drinks. "It's Gull'logr, the golden water. A drink I discovered in my travels, care for a taste?" he asked playfully, in challenge.

Astrid, never backing down from a fight, drained her tankard of mead and held it out for Hiccup to pour some of his drink into. He poured a pathetically small amount of the golden liquid into her cup and Astrid sent him a glare as if he was mocking her. Hiccup just watched in amusement and said, "If you want more after your first drink you can have it."

Astrid was curious about his words but already had a decent amount of liquid courage in her so she raised the tankard to her lips and drank the liquid in one gulp. She instantly regretted that decision. Although the amount of drink was small its potency was that of several tankards of mead. Her throat burned like it was set aflame on the inside and she squinted her eyes and scrunched her nose in pain and discomfort. A feverish warmth surged through her body but it didn't make her feel tired like mead did, but renewed.

Hiccup's musical windy laugh took her mind off the discomfort, "It is an acquired taste," he explained. The others at the table shared in Hiccup's mirth as the mighty Astrid was brought low by a drink of alcohol. Her anger dissipated the pain of the drink completely as she punched Tuff in the arm, hard, and he fell out of his seat and massaged his arm on the ground.

They returned to eating their meal and enjoyed the companionable silence of each others company. It had been a long time since any of them had felt like everything was right in their world. Hiccup finished his bread and watched a fire roar near their table as he drank from his wineskin. A few moments after everyone finished eating, Tuff spoke up, "Hiccup... would it be okay if I could... you know.."

"You want to know if I'll train you to be a rider?" Hiccup supplied for the male twin.

"Well... yeah. I mean, I've never really been good at anything. Always the village idiot, you know? I feel like I could do something as I rider, be something more. Be better than who I am now. I know it sounds silly-"

"It's not," Hiccup cut him off, "it's not silly. If you're dedicated you would make a fine rider. I'd be happy to train you, Tuff." Hiccup saw the other three members of the table shift in discomfort, as if trying to work up the courage to say something as well, "I'd be happy to train all of you," he added.

Astrid, Fish, Ruff, and Tuff all broke into smiles and shared a nervous, but happy, chuckle. "Thank you, Hiccup," they said as one. Hiccup just nodded and they passed back into companionable silence for the rest of the evening before everyone filed out of the great hall and to their beds to retire for the evening. Hiccup stopped by the kill ring and released the dragons who flew off into the night sky before curling up under Toothless' wings for the night.

**. . .**

* * *

><p><strong><strong>. . .<strong>**

In a rarity for Berk, everyone slept in the morning after the academy was announced. It was the first time in a long time that they had hope, hope for a better future, hope of not sleeping with their battleaxe so they could wake up and fight dragons in the dead of night. They didn't have to worry about dying in fire whilst they slumbered, for their savior had agreed to stay and protect Berk.

Hiccup thanked the gods, if there were any, for finally being able to catch up on his sleep. He would never get used to waking up early, and he would not be rising early to teach his students at the academy. They could conform to his hours instead, it was the least they could do for their training. Hiccup sighed, he had a lot of work to do and little time to do it. And a lot of interlopers to get in his way.

Hearing the shuffle of feet outside of Toothless' wings, he got up and made his way to deal with whoever needed him. As he exited his makeshift tent he was greeted with the sight of Astrid and her usual group, as well as the four heirs, Cami, Thuggory, Egil, and Tantrum. They were waiting patiently, lounged about on the hill next to the Hofferson lodge, waiting for Hiccup to wake up. As they saw Hiccup they got up and walked towards him.

"Good morning, Hiccup," they all said as once, which slightly worried Hiccup.

"Good morning..." he answered in reply, hesitantly. "So! When do we start training?" Cami asked excitedly, and Hiccup could see her excitement on everyone else's faces. Hiccup's eye twitched in annoyance, this was exactly what he didn't want to happen.

"I knew I shouldn't have let them stay here..." he thought.

Toothless found his rider's annoyance comical and laughed, "You're going to have to get used to it, _Master_ Hiccup," he mocked. Hiccup just sighed deeply and tried to think of a way to get his now students off his back. After a few minutes of thinking he finally had a plan, he could make them do all the labor he was planning on doing. It would keep them out of his way as he built the training hall, save time, and he'd see which ones were competent at following orders.

Hiccup walked over to his saddle and took out a small leather-bound journal and a charcoal pencil before scribbling on the page for five minutes. His students watched with fascination at what Hiccup could be doing. When he finished writing, he tore out the sheet of parchment and walked over to Cami, handing her the page.

All the students looked at what was written on the piece of parchment, a list of materials with small drawing next to them. Sticks and logs of various sizes and specifications, small boulders, some form of special grass... "And what exactly is all of this?" Cami asked, not understanding.

"This," Hiccup gestured to the sheet of parchment, "is your first assignment. Find me all of the materials on that page, you can decide who looks for what among yourselves. When you're done, go to Gobber and follow the instructions on the back of the page. He'll know what to do." After explaining the task he had set them, Hiccup walked off to the great hall to find the chiefs and discuss how many and which students they should bring back to Berk. Within a minute he was out of sight, and the assembled students stared at the page, contemplating their first lesson.

"Our first lesson is... fetching Hiccup some sticks and rocks?" Astrid commented to herself, aloud.

"Maybe there's a hidden meaning behind it?" suggested the heir of the Meatheads, Thuggory.

"Yeah, that sounds like something Hiccup would think of!" Fish responded with excitement, "How should we go about this? No doubt he's also testing us on how we find his hidden lesson."

"Let's just go into the forest and get started, we should stick together. It'll be easier if we all work as one," the heir of the Oiks, Egil, suggested. Ruff, Tuff, and the heir of the Uglithugs, Tantrum, looked less than happy to be out in the forest looking for sticks and rocks.

The group of seven agreed and headed into the more unexplored portions of Berk's forest to find suitable logs.

**. . .**

* * *

><p><strong><strong>. . .<strong>**

Hiccup walked through the doors of the great hall to find it empty besides the chiefs and Stoick sitting at a table, discussing something. They stopped in their conversation as Hiccup approached the table they sat at, "Ah, Hiccup, we were just talking about your academy. Perhaps you could help us with our dilemma?" Bertha commented to him as he took a seat.

"And what dilemma would that be?" Hiccup asked.

"A number of things actually, how to finance our people staying on Berk, how many students we should bring, things of that nature," Mogadon answered. Stoick inclined his head in agreement to his fellow chiefs thoughts.

Hiccup sighed, these people couldn't decide on anything. "I'm providing training at no cost to your village, the least you could do is provide provisions or compensation to Berk for housing your people during the duration of their stay. As for number of students, I would advise you to send no more than four, including your heirs. The more people I have to teach, the lower the quality of training they will receive. When will you be returning to fetch students?"

"Tomorrow morning, we will return to our respective villages and look for volunteers who fit your demands before sending them to join our heirs on Berk," Ug answered confidently.

"And what of the Peaceable Country?" Hiccup asked Heather, who had not spoken, or looked at, him since their confrontation on the first day of the meet.

"I will return and inform the council of the free people on what has happened before we send students to Berk, I'm afraid we may take the longest to choose due to the council having to agree on each prospective student," Heather answered Hiccup without a hint of fear in her voice.

Hiccup just nodded. "Good, all in all there should be twenty-four students. Four from each of the five tribes and four from Berk. It will be a good sized group to teach. Was there any other problems you were having?"

"How long will their training last?" Bertha asked.

"That depends entirely on them. If they take the training seriously and work hard with an open mind I don't see why they couldn't finish in the course of six months. If not, it could take longer, but I cannot see myself training them for more than a year. I am not staying on Berk permanently, I will leave eventually," Hiccup explained.

"I see... perhaps you could explain to us some of the costs in housing our people here, along with your father, so that we can know what supplies to send with our students," Bertha said, and the group continued discussing the specifics of the Dragon Academy for several more hours, hammering out the final details before the chiefs left in the morn.

**. . .**

* * *

><p><strong><strong>. . .<strong>**

It was late afternoon as the group of seven searched the deepest parts of Berk's forest for a "straight log with no knots or branches, approximately a foot in diameter and six feet in length." Hiccup's sticks were oddly specific and they were having a tough time finding which ones met his requirements. On top of that each of them had a moderately sized boulder in their hands as they searched, and they were quite exhausted and tired of searching.

"I'm starting to think Hiccup is making a joke of us..." Astrid growled as she threw her own boulder on the ground and sat on it. They had decided to take a short break and think about what to do next, "it would take us days to find all of these Hel forsaken logs. What's the point!"

"Maybe that is the point?" Fish said, "Maybe he's testing our patience? Or our dedication? Trying to see if he can give us a task and we can see it through." The others grumbled, acknowledging his words. Their pride wouldn't let them give up at the task Hiccup set them to, even if it took them several days to complete. They would find every single log he wanted.

Sighing deeply, they got up and made to renew their search. "Let's just leave the rocks here, we can get them last so we don't have to carry them around with us all day," Cami complained, massaging her aching back. They had found suitable rocks easily enough and had been carrying them around for the past three hours, it was taking its toll on them.

As they spread out, Astrid found a tree that had been struck by lighting. One of its branches had fallen off and it was surprisingly close to the description of the log they were currently looking for. She bent down to examine the log more closely and noticed it had no knots and only small growths of moss on it. It would have to do. She dragged her find back to the clearing that had become their base and found that Cami and Ruff had also found similar pieces of timber.

"Looks like it won't take as long as we thought after all," Astrid said, sharing a smile of success with her fellow students. The group continued searching for the next five hours, and Astrid and Cami had developed a sort of rivalry as to who could find the most logs that fit specification. Their competition had spread to the others and now it was a race to see who could find the most logs. It took their minds off the mundane labor they were performing.

It was going to be dark soon and they decided they had found enough logs for the day, some had been found on the ground, some had been cut from trees, some were entire trees themselves. They had a fair pile in their clearing and begun hauling them back to Gobber's smithy. It would take multiple trips.

"Ah, I see ya've got tha wood Hiccup asked for, good, good," the old smith said, "just put it all in the back behind the shop." Gobber returned to his work, hammering a piece of red hot iron into the shape of a sword. Astrid hadn't seen Gobber so enthralled with his work in a long time, maybe not since before Hiccup left.

"What are you working on, Gobber?" Astrid asked as she dropped her haul unceremoniously on the ground. She didn't know why he was making more weapons now that they didn't have to fight the dragons anymore.

"Twas a request from 'Iccup, looks like he'll be trainin ya in more than jus' ridin' dragons," Gobber said with a small smile. Astrid would have been offended that Hiccup wanted to train them, her, in combat, but after seeing what he did to Snot the other day, she thought better of it.

"Looks like ya all 'ave a bit more to find," Gobber commented, seeing the pile of logs the group had collected so far, "lemme know when ya've found everything an' I'll show ya how to saw them up nice an' good."

"Saw them up?" the group questioned as one.

"Well ya, you'll be helpin 'Iccup build the academy hall. Thas what all this is for," Gobber explained matter-of-factly.

The group stood and digested that they had worked tirelessly for many hours trying to find all of the logs Hiccup had asked for and there wasn't a lesson in helping them become riders hidden in their task. He just wanted them to do manual labor for him. Astrid's face got beet red in anger and she clenched her fist, her knuckles popping under the force.

Gobber, seeing their anger, tried to placate them, "Well, to be fair, he can't exactly start trainin ya without tha others. Wouldn' be fair 'n all."

"Come on, lets just go get something to eat," Ruff said, too tired to be angry. They marched up the hill go the great hall where they could hear the rest of the village already feasting an celebrating. Astrid, Fish, Ruff, and Tuff grabbed their plates and sat at their usual table. The heirs did the same and moved a table over to sit with their comrades in soon-to-be training. All eight of them ate quietly, too tired to carry on pleasant conversation.

"Where is Hiccup?" Ruff said, looking around the hall, not seeing their soon-to-be teacher. The others just shrugged, not knowing, not caring.

**. . .**

* * *

><p><strong><strong>. . .<strong>**

Hiccup, forgoing his evening meal, was with Toothless in the mountain overlooking Berk. The Dragon Academy would be no hut like the normal house on Berk, it would be made of stone of the finest craftsmanship. Stone buildings were rare on Berk because they required more time, more materials, and more effort than wooden buildings. There also wasn't a large difference between wood and stone when an angry dragon crashed into your roof, but stone did have the advantage of being fire resistant.

What would have taken months, even years, by mundane means, Hiccup and Toothless accomplished in an hour with the arcane.

"Ready for the next one?" Toothless asked his rider. Hiccup nodded and the black dragon blasted the mountainside with his fire, causing a large sheet of rock to crack off and slide away from the mountain. Hiccup got out of the way as the sheet of rock slid past him, sliding down the mountain some tens of feet before coming to rest.

Hiccup walked down to examine the rock, finding it in usable order, before tapping into his reserves of magic and chanted a short spell, "_Stone, break_." The sheet of rock, seemingly of its own accord, cracked into smaller chunks of stones, each in the rough shape of a rectangle. Satisfied with his work, he chanted again, "_Stone, form bricks,_" and the rough stones became smooth and more angular, resembling great bricks. After a few more moments of holding the spell, the bricks came to perfection, perfectly smooth, flat, and angular.

Hiccup stood up straight and stretched, his muscles aching from the rigor of the spell. Beside the pile of granite bricks he had just created were three equally large piles of bricks, all of which were exactly identical. Toothless examined his riders handiwork with a critical eye, finding nothing amiss. He didn't exactly see why the two-legs had to build their small-nests but accepted it all the same.

"Now comes the hard part, buddy," Hiccup said to Toothless with a bit of exhaustion creeping into his voice.

"I have more than enough energy to move these bricks of yours," Toothless said with a bit of mock hurt coloring his tone, "I could always move them physically if you want," he offered.

"Your claws would break them Toothless, you know that," Hiccup complained. Toothless just scoffed in his usual dragon way before lending some of his energy to his rider.

Hiccup immediately felt his tired muscles relax as he accepted the donation from Toothless, it always amazed him how much magic the dragons had in them but could never use themselves. Tapping into their combined reserves, he formed the words to another spell, "_Bricks, rise slowly, five feet into the air,_" he commanded. Nothing happened for a moment before the entirety of the assembled bricks vibrated and slowly rose several feet into the air.

Hiccup and Toothless felt the strain of holding up the several hundred granite bricks, weighing many tons, a feat of physicality that would have been impossible for all but the largest of dragons. Their combined arcane might held the bricks steady and Hiccup commanded that they move again, "_Bricks, move forward, slowly,_" urging them to descend the mountainside and back to Berk. The bricks vibrated again, causing the air to hum, and then slowly inched towards the village below.

Hiccup walked behind the floating castle of bricks, closely examining their path, guiding them with his thoughts as his magic exerted its authority. Toothless, trusting his rider to handle his task, monitored Hiccup's energy reserves, making sure that the magic never took more energy than they had to give. The two-legs needed their small-nests, fine, but it wasn't worth his riders life.

It was in the dead of night by the time the pair had made their way back to Berk, and the kill ring, soon-to-be training ring, was rapidly approaching them. Hiccup commanded the castle of floating bricks again, "_Bricks, stop movement. Slowly fall, settle on the ground gently._" As the bricks met the ground the strain Hiccup and Toothless were feeling dissipated, leaving them both aching and sore. Even their combined arcane power would be stretched under such a task.

Sighing and stretching his arms above his head, Hiccup was satisfied. He and Toothless had managed to distract the interlopers long enough to deal with the finer details of the academy and fetch most of the material needed to build the academy hall. With any luck, his students would have found most or all of the timber needed to build the parts of the hall not suited by stone. "It will be a good way for them to pass the time until the others arrive in a month's time," Hiccup commented to himself.

Hiccup sat on a pile of the granite bricks and pulled out his journal and began to sketch a few details of the academy hall he had in his mind. He wanted the building to be unique and inspire a sense of awe in those who gazed upon it. He was not an architect by any means but he was more than intelligent enough to be one. Going through several iterations he eventually decided on a design similar to the cathedrals that the dwarves built to honor their religion. Hiccup and Toothless both quite liked the design and decided to go with it.

Pulling out a larger leather-bound journal from Toothless' saddle he began sketching the basis of the academy hall. It would be a multistory building, with a basement and a second floor. The basement would act as storage and a library, housing any books, journals, or scrolls that Berk would have in the future. Made entirely of stone, it would be fireproof and safe from raiders and dragons alike. The ground floor would be where classical lessons would be taught. The second floor would work as a sort of observatory and roost for dragons, where they could nest and be studied up close by the students.

Penciling in the last of the details Hiccup began to run through the math in his head as to the maximum dimensions the building could be but still be structurally solid. He considered enchanting the building to be stronger than it actually was but he thought better of it, the dwarves specialized in such things, not him. Toothless promptly grew bored after his rider stopped drawing, dragons had no need for math, and although they could understand it well, found it intolerable.

After growing tired of his calculations Hiccup decided to retire for the night. "Come on bud, let's get some sleep," he said to Toothless as he yawned. Toothless just curled up into a ball and let his rider into his wings like they usually slept. Both of them drifted off to sleep after a few short minutes of conversing, pride in their work today coloring their thoughts.

**. . .**

* * *

><p><strong><strong>. . .<strong>**

Astrid woke in the morning and walked outside to get some fresh air. Something was off. Ah, yes. The giant black dragon that she had become accustomed to was not sprawled out on her family's land. Hiccup, wherever he had gone last night, was still missing with his dragon. She grabbed a small bite to eat from her family's larder and headed to the village square to meet with the other academy students as they had planned the previous evening.

As Astrid approached the center of Berk she noticed a long mat of blond hair walking in front of her. It was Camicazi. Astrid had decided yesterday during their competition that she didn't like heir of the Bog Burglars much. Their competition in gathering logs yesterday only served to cement that feeling. Cami, noticing someone staring at her back, turned around and saw Astrid. She stopped walking to allow her fellow student to catch up with her.

"Good morning Astrid," Cami greeted her. Astrid decided to be pleasant and greeted her in return. They talked together the rest of the way to the village square in an awkward sort of silence, neither knowing what to say to the other. They saw the others in their group already at the square waiting for them.

"Anyone know where Hiccup is?" Astrid asked immediately, everyone shook their head.

"I don't know about Hiccup, but I see his dragon," Fish said, pointing out to where the kill ring was on the crags.

The black dragon was curled up in the ball Astrid had come to associate with its sleeping form. "Let's go see if he's over there," she said. Their group filed off to go find their soon-to-be teacher, hopefully he had a useful task for them today. What they found instead was a sleeping dragon next to a giant mass of stone bricks.

"No way... where'd he get all this?" Fish said, "Berk doesn't have a quarry or a mason, and the closest trading post where he could get them is days away!"

"I dunno, maybe he made them?" Thuggory supplied, looking around at the impressive quantity of bricks, trying to spot the hero of Berk among them.

"Made them? There is easily..." Fish looked around, taking a quick count, "easily a thousand bricks here! And look at the size! It would take years to make this many! No way."

Their arguing was silenced by Hiccup's annoyed groan. Why, oh why, must every viking be up and at it at such early hours of the morn. He crawled out from underneath Toothless' wings and observed the group in front of him. They had stopped what they were doing and looked at him expectantly.

Hiccup just smirked evilly, if he was going to be woken up by them every morning he'd make them work for it. "Good, you're all here," he said, "I take it you managed to get most of the wood I requested yesterday?" They all nodded.

"Excellent. Then today you can start your physical training early," Hiccup found a shovel among the tools he had gathered at the training ring the night before he had obtained the bricks. He tossed the shovel at Astrid. "You can start by digging," he then took four stakes and drove them into corners forming a large square, "dig a hole from stake to stake that is twelve feet deep. Let me know when you're finished and you can start laying bricks for the foundation of the academy hall."

"What! How is this supposed to help us become riders!" Astrid yelled in protest.

"It's not, its supposed to keep you busy and off my back whilst improving your strength and stamina," Hiccup explained calmly, "I can't teach you anything until the other students get here. That won't change whether you help build the academy hall or not. The only difference is that it will make the training slightly easier on you when it begins."

Astrid grumbled angrily and the others simply sighed in defeat and moved to find their own shovels before beginning to dig. They could only trust that Hiccup was doing this for their benefit.

"I need to take care of a few things," Hiccup continued his lecture, "if you encounter any troubles ask Gobber for help. I've gone over most of the basics of construction with him. Don't lay the bricks without finding me first."

"Is your father at home, Fish?" Hiccup asked. Fish just nodded his head as he examined the patch of earth, looking for the best place to dig. Leave it to Fish to find entertainment in digging a hole.

Hiccup left his future students to go find Fisker after withdrawing a leather pouch from Toothless' saddle. Although he had everything needed to build the building of the academy hall he would need to import some things. Fisker was the best merchant on Berk, and he quite liked the man, so he decided to do his business with Fish's family. Among a number of things, the academy needed furniture, quills, inkwells, parchment for writing, a wide variety of books which would no doubt not be found in the archipelago.

Although not as extensive as his own education, Hiccup hoped to teach them more then just how to fight and ride dragons. Vikings, especially those in the archipelago, put little emphasis on education. Few knew how to read and write well, and mathematics was considered a skill only usable by merchants or politicians. There was no need for the common folk to know their letters or numbers.

That wasn't to say anything of battle strategy and tactics, philosophy, language, history, or the sciences. All subjects that Hiccup himself had studied extensively during his training with the Order. He, of course, couldn't teach them any of the secrets he learned but he hoped he could educate them enough to be passable in intelligent company.

Hiccup arrived at the door of the Ingerman home after a brisk walk, his home served as both his family's lodge and his place of business. He knocked on the door, and like before, Fisker answered with surprising haste.

"And what do I owe the pleasure of your visit today, Hiccup? Fisker asked, gesturing for Hiccup to enter his lodge.

"Business, not pleasure," Hiccup said, pulling out a small leather pouch from his belt and a sheet of parchment from his pocket with everything the academy would need written on it. "I need some things, and I hear you're good friends with trader Johann. I figure you're the best person to get me what I need in time for the arrival of the other students in a months time."

Fisker picked up the sheet of parchment and scanned the contents of its list. This would be a difficult order to fill. Some of the things he had on hand, some would have to be brought in. The books, in particular, would be hard to get. They'd have to come from farther south, probably Rome. It would be expensive, too.

He lifted up the leather pouch and felt that it was light, it wasn't enough to cover what Hiccup was asking to buy. He shared a quick look with the young rider, trying to gauge where their business was going. Hiccup wasn't worried in the slightest. Fisker opened the leather pouch to examine its contents and found out why.

Inside was an assortment of not gold or silver, but precious jewels. Diamonds, rubies, sapphires, and emeralds. The giant merchant's breath caught in his chest, he held in his hand more wealth than he had ever seen before. He doubted even the chief's family had that kind of coin.

"You can take what you think is fair and give the rest back to me. I'm willing to pay a good price for good service," Hiccup explained as if it was normal for someone to have that much wealth. "Also, do you have any extra clothes? Preferably in similar fashion to my own."

Fisker just nodded and went into a storeroom in the back to fetch some clothes. He brought back a long-sleeved white tunic, a leather jerkin, and black leather breeches. Hiccup collected his purchase and the two men said their farewells. Fisker ran off to fetch some of his books to perform more calculations for Hiccup's order. Hiccup left Fisker's shop and headed to the great hall to find a midday meal.

Everything was going smoothly.

**. . .**

* * *

><p><strong><strong>. . .<strong>**

One morning, Hiccup was awoken, quite rudely, by the familiar sound of three blasts from a warhorn. It had been nineteen days since the chiefs had left and Hiccup had expected their ships to return with students and reparations for Berk any day. With a lot of effort, Hiccup, Astrid, Fish, Ruff, Tuff, and the heirs of the archipelago had managed to finish construction of the academy hall two days ago. Fisker had procured most of the supplies Hiccup had requested, with trader Johann promising to bring more books on his next visit to Berk especially for the academy.

The academy hall itself was made out of the granite bricks Hiccup had created, the color of their stone was dark gray, like rain clouds. The doors to enter the hall were tall and wide, designed to accommodate a wide range of dragon species. Whilst the first floor was devoid of windows, the second floor was designed with access to the sky in mind. Dragons could fly freely into and out of the floor, and in the center was a feeding trough where fish could be stored. Beds of straw were laid out in corners of the room for any dragon to roost in. The basement had rows and rows of empty bookshelves, Hiccup had only managed to fill one shelf with books, but he hoped it would be a good start.

Hiccup crawled out from underneath the tent of Toothless' wings and made his way to the great hall to greet the first wave of his new students. He wore the clothes he had purchased from Fisker, a light white long-sleeved tunic with a brown leather jerkin and black leather breeches. He kept his tan elven boots, they were enchanted to not wear down even after heavy use. On his way up the hill leading to the great hall he encountered the heirs and the students from Berk, doing the same thing he was.

Hiccup and his group of students walked into the hall and found it bustling with the same activity as before the meet as Berk prepared to receive its guests for a second time. Gothi, Gobber, Helga, the village healer, and two other elders were present. Stoick and Spitelout had gone to greet their guests at the harbor. Snot was absent, and hadn't shown his face in public since losing the duel to Hiccup.

Hiccup and the heirs took their seat at the meeting table whilst Astrid, Ruff, and Tuff moved to sit at their usual table. Fish would have joined them but Hiccup motioned for him to sit with the rest of the heirs.

Fish was obviously nervous, Hiccup noted, he kept thumping his foot like a rabbit and he was trembling incessantly. Everyone sat in respectable silence at the table, waiting for their guests to arrive. It didn't take long for the doors of the great hall to slam open with Stoick and Bertha conversing in overly loud tones strode into the hall for the second time. It seems the Bog Burglars were the first tribe to arrive with their students.

Behind Bertha was a group of three Bog Burglars, all women of course, Hiccup didn't think much of them. They just looked like common criminals; thieves, pirates, black widows. But looks could be deceiving, he was proof of that, so he gave them the benefit of the doubt. He would be reshaping them in his image anyway, so it mattered little.

Cami stood from her seat and moved to greet her mother and Stoick took his place at the head of the table. As the chief and heir of the Bog Burglars sat back down, their students that they had brought with them stood in a line, their backs straight, a respectable distance away from the long table as to not appear to eavesdrop. They all shared quick fleeting glances at Hiccup, judging him, trying to figure out if he really was the hero of Berk and whether or not he could teach them the secrets of dragons.

Bertha introduced each of the three young women she had brought from Berk, each stepped forward and saluted as their names were called. Hiccup didn't pay any attention to the formalities, he was still tired from waking up so early. When the conversation around him died down Hiccup looked up and saw that everyone was watching him, waiting to see his reaction.

Hiccup just inclined his head, hoping it would show his agreement with the situation. It did. "Excellent, so when does training begin?" Bertha asked him.

"When the rest of the students get here," Hiccup said irritably, "I can't teach everyone individually. You'll just have to wait until the other tribes get here."

Cami just leaned over and spoke to her mother in hushed tones, explaining the situation to her. Hiccup was the only other one in the room who could hear her, on account of his sensitive hearing. It was useful to be able to hear things people said in the shadows, and Cami said nothing disrespectful about Berk or the academy.

Seeing that his attention wasn't needed any more, Hiccup returned to the sanctuary of his mind and conversed with Toothless, who had left after Hiccup woke up to go hunting. He was currently on a nearby island hunting wild boars. Hiccup got a particularly gory memory as his dragon flung a boar into the air and caught it as it came down, causing the beast's blood to run down his jowls in rivulets.

Hiccup came back to the present as partings were being said between Stoick and Bertha. It seemed that Bertha had been away from the Bog Burglar's village for too long and was going to leave her students on Berk, trusting Cami to oversee them in her stead. Hiccup added his salutations to Stoick's, promising their training to be fruitful.

Seeing as the meeting was over, and expecting the other tribes to bring their students soon, Hiccup left the great hall and went into the mountains to prepare for their first lesson. They were going to hate him. With their teacher gone, all the prospective students were given time with their thoughts. Cami and the other Bog Burglars, along with the rest of the heirs, went to sit with Astrid, Ruff, and Tuff. Fish joined them at their table, sitting at his usual seat. They moved two tables over for the entire group to sit together.

The Bog Burglar students looked upset, Astrid noted. "So... that was our teacher, Hiccup, right?" one of them asked, a short young woman with short fiery red hair. Astrid thought her name was Bera.

"Don't feel too bad," Cami told her, noticing her disappointment in Hiccup's lack of interest in them "he's usually like that in the mornings. Just something you'll have to get used to."

"Mornings? But it's almost time for the midday meal!" another of the Bog Burglars exclaimed, another young woman, portly, who had sandy blond hair.

"Hiccup likes to sleep in, Gudrid," Cami just said simply. Astrid could already tell learning everyone's names was going to be a pain.

The Bog Burglars just grumbled and accepted their lot in Berk. The group broke into pleasant conversation, trying to get to know each other and memorize each other's names before their training started. The heirs and Berk's students knew the training would be hard if their temporary thralldom during the construction of the academy hall was anything to judge by.

**. . .**

* * *

><p><strong><strong>. . .<strong>**

Two days later, the Meatheads ship arrived at Berk carrying their own students. The meeting went much the same as the Bog Burglars. Hiccup was convinced to pay more attention at the meeting with the Meatheads and both tribes celebrated the arrival of the Meatheads late into the night. It was during the celebrations that Snot had decided to show his face in public for the first time in nearly a month.

Most of Berk were soundly drunk as the doors to the great hall swung open to reveal Snotlout. His arm was in a sling and lashed to a straight piece of wood to allow the bone to regrow properly. His face was still swollen, obstructing his eyes partially and giving him a squinty glare. The bridge of his nose looked odd, like it had an extra hump in it that it shouldn't have.

The former heir of Berk stood in the threshold of the great hall and looked for his greatest nemesis. He found him sitting in a dark corner of the hall with Astrid, Fish, Ruff, and Tuff joining him. There were others, whom he didn't recognize, standing around the table conversing with them. Snot's gait was slow and sluggish, and he limped slightly. As he approached the table its occupants took notice of him and their conversation stopped. Sensing the mood, the men and women who had been standing at the table took their leave.

Snot's jaw worked up and down uselessly, trying to find the words to say. Hiccup watched him with a passive expression, just waiting. The others had looks of annoyance or shock at his appearance. Several minutes passed, in complete silence between them, before Snot found his tongue. "... I'm sorry," he whispered in a hoarse voice, only barely audible in the roar of the hall. Had the table not been focused on his words they wouldn't have heard them.

"I'm sorry, for everything. Everything I did as heir, everything I did during our childhood, I'm sorry for everything," he choked out, barely holding back his tears of shame. Astrid, who was initially angry that Snot would dare have the guts to show his face in front of them again, had forgotten her anger, and it was replaced by shock. She and the others had known Snot their entire lives, growing up together, and not once had he ever apologized for anything.

"And... I thank you, for winning the duel," he added, a little sadly, "I know I would have made a poor chief. I just didn't have it in me, it's not who I am. I just couldn't see it at the time. I think you'll make a good chief, Fish, you just need to be more confident in yourself."

Speaking his peace, and feeling much better about himself, Snot turned on his heels and marched back out the doors of the great hall leaving Hiccup's table speechless. Hiccup just smirked in the shadow of the hall, his pearly white teeth shining in the darkness. He loved it when a plan came together.

**. . .**

* * *

><p><strong><strong>. . .<strong>**

Over the course of the next seven days, the students from the Oiks and Peaceable Country arrived on Berk. To Hiccup's surprise, and respect, Heather had returned as one of the students of Peaceable Country. The day had finally come for everyone to begin their training to become riders.

Astrid was up and dressed in full battle attire before the sun was even cresting over the ocean. It was literally still dark, the moon and the stars still clearly visible in the night sky. She just couldn't get any sleep in anticipation of the training, so she decided to wake Hiccup up and see if he could be convinced to start training even earlier than he had already been convinced to do.

"Hiccup!" she called out in the twilight, the moon could be seen setting in one direction, the first rays of the sun shining over the ocean in the other. No response. She made a low hissing sound, trying to rouse him, "Hiccup!" she tried again. Still no response. Toothless cracked one of his large green eyes open and stared at the young woman. Hiccup wasn't going to be happy about being woken this early, but given the situation, he figured it was okay just this once. The large black dragon shifted his wings to allow her entrance into their folds.

Astrid carefully entered the tent of black membrane, and saw Hiccup's form laying on the ground in the eerie light that was cast as the moon shined through Toothless' wings. He was stiff, and pale, paler than usual. His clothes were damp with a thin layer of sweat coating his face and his eyes moved quickly underneath their skin. His breathes came in shallow and quick, like he was winded. "Hiccup..." Astrid whispered, reaching out a hand to shake him slightly. She shook him lightly once and got no response.

"Hiccup," she whispered louder this time, shaking him more. Still no response. "Hiccup!" she half-yelled, and shook him strongly. Hiccup awoke with a jolt and pushed the form kneeling over him away, sending it skidding across the ground and out of the folds of Toothless' wings. Astrid groaned as she lay on the ground outside, the wind knocked from her chest.

Hiccup quickly emerged out from underneath his dragon's wings and went to check on Astrid. "Sorry about that," he whispered, looking over her form, she was fine, "are you alright?"

"Yes, yes, I'm fine," she huffed, standing up and shooing Hiccup off her. She was surprised at his strength.

"Toothless, why'd you let her wake me?" he asked his dragon in the confines of their minds.

"You couldn't hear me, Hiccup. I had to wake you up somehow. It was either her or I try to not crush you with my paws," Toothless said simply. "You're going too deep, Hiccup," he added.

Given the situation, he accepted his closest friend's excuse. "I'll be fine Toothless," he assured his dragon.

"What did you need?" Hiccup asked, trying to avoid the topic of what had just happened. The only lie he could tell to cover up his strange behavior was that he was having a nightmare.

"I, uh, just wanted to see if you could start training a little early," Astrid half stated, half asked. It seems she didn't want to discuss his behavior either. Good.

Hiccup looked at the sky. It was early. Really early. But he didn't feel the need to sleep, his body had rested while his mind was busy during the night. Figuring he wasn't going to get any sleep, and even if he did, it wouldn't have been restful, he sighed and accepted his fate.

"Sure, why not. Meet me at the ring in a little bit, I need to get ready," Hiccup told Astrid. She nodded and ran off to the ring, leaving Hiccup to his morning routine. Hiccup changed out of his sweaty clothes he had bought from Fisker and into his clean elven styled clothes. He had missed their fit and feel, maybe he'd have to make a run back to Alfheim to fetch his things. Hiccup strapped All-slayer across his back, not in a position where he could draw it easily. The black sword blending in with the surrounding darkness perfectly. The usual spot on his left hip was occupied by a heavy iron training sword that he had Gobber forge him earlier that month.

He grabbed the wineskin of Gull'logr and finished the last of the small amount of liquid to banish the aftereffects of his dreams and give him energy for the first day of training. He had to make a good impression.

The sun had just crested above the ocean as Hiccup walked into the former kill ring, now renamed training ring. Astrid was seated on the stone floor, leaning against the walls. He was surprised to find Ruff, Tuff, and even Fish already there as well. He had seen some of the heirs up and about during his walk and figured they would be bringing their respective village's students with them.

The four of them shared a quick morning greeting and waited for the rest of the students to show up, they had learned that Hiccup wasn't willing to teach them unless everyone was present. The twins were in one corner of the ring talking in hushed tones with a grin on their faces and Fish was eating a piece of dried yak meat.

Over the course of the next hour all the students from the various villages arrived at the ring. They formed separate groups and waited in silence, waiting for Hiccup to begin their training. Hiccup simply stood in the center of the ring and tapped his foot impatiently as his hands rested comfortably behind his back. After nearly thirty minutes of waiting it was apparent that everything didn't actually go as planned.

As he mulled over what he should do next, one of the men in the crowd of students spoke up, "Uh, Hiccup... sir, what are we, uh, waiting for?"

Hiccup gave the man an annoyed look and he instantly quieted under his glare. "Fish, come with me. The rest of you wait here," he commanded. Fish hustled over to Hiccup as he walked stormed out of the gate of the ring and back towards Berk.

Hiccup and Fish walked through Berk and up towards where the more prominent lodges of the village. Fish thought that Hiccup was going to the chief's home as they walked up the hill towards where only the most important members of Berk were allowed to live. Hiccup walked almost all the way to his ancestral home before stopping at the house next to it. Fish was surprised to find himself at the door of the Jorgenson family's lodge.

Hiccup rapped on the door three times, quite loudly. Fish could smell the delectable scent of yak slowly wafting from the inside the house, and the door was opened by Spitelout a few moments after Hiccup knocked. The second-in-command of Berk had a sour look on his face as he beheld his company. He was about to say something before Hiccup spoke first, "Is Snot home, by chance?"

Spitelout grumbled a bit and hollered for his son, before walking off into the house somewhere. Snot appeared in the door a few moments later and he had a surprised look on his face as he saw Hiccup standing in front of him. "Good morning Snot, can you talk for a bit?" Hiccup said, Snot just nodded in response and walked outside.

Snot followed Fish, who followed Hiccup, as they went to stand near a tree on the hill. Fish and Snot shared a few nervous glances with each other as Hiccup stopped underneath the tree and turned to look at both of them. "You're late for training, Snot," Hiccup stated, like it was obvious.

"But... I'm not.. supposed to be in dragon training?" Snot said. Fish was as equally confused as Snot was.

"I figured you would have shown up this morning, demanding to be trained as well," Hiccup said. When Snot didn't say anything, it became apparent he was going to have to spell it out.

"Fish, it is true that you would make a better chief than Snot, but there is one thing you aren't good at: war. In that area, Snot has you beat. Chief Stoick is an excellent warrior, and Spitelout is a good politician. It's why their rule has been as well as it has been. The roles are reversed in your case," Hiccup explained.

"What I'm trying to say is this, if you want a strong rule, I would recommend that you take Snot as your second-in-command. He's already went through some of the chief training and in times of war he'll make an excellent adviser. On top of that, he's seen his father work as Stoick's second since he was born," Hiccup added.

Both men stood in silence as they contemplated Hiccup's words. Their relationship had had become somewhat more difficult, with Fish unwillingly replacing Snot, and Snot resenting replacement. "You don't have to decide now, but if you want to join dragon training, you're about an hour late," Hiccup said, before starting to walk back down the hill and towards the ring. Fish and Snot shared one quick look with each other before Fish scrambled back down the hill after Hiccup and Snot ran into his house to get his war hammer.

**. . .**

* * *

><p><strong><strong>. . .<strong>**

**A/N:**

I stand correct, _this _is the longest chapter so far, are just over 12k words. Thanks to everyone who has reviewed and followed so far! I was considering writing past where I stopped this chapter and detailing some of the training Hiccup puts them through but the chapter length just got away from me.

Next chapter will detail the first half of dragon training and answer some of the questions regarding dragon-rider bonding. I expect the next chapter to be finished sometime on Thursday (Thor's day!), March 5th.

A lot of you have read the Inheritance cycle, which was surprising, and you're all right, I took a lot of inspiration from the books. Comparing the relationship between rider and dragon in the HTTYD movies and books there is a large discrepancy and a lot of room for creative innovation. I looked at how alphas could use mind control from the movies, how Hiccup learned Dragonese in the books, and the overall more intelligence the dragons in the books possessed and molded them into one, which resembles the dragon-rider bond in the Inheritance books. That being said, Hiccup is **not **an elf because he is a rider. That will be explained a later date, after the end of the Berk arc. In fact, you've already been given a clue as to why he's an elf, although you don't know it yet.

If anyone has name suggestions for the other viking students, be sure to let me know in a review. Hiccup's journal entry detailing the citizens of Berk will be uploaded with the next chapter to make it easier to remember some of the OC's names. They won't stick around for long but it'll make it easier to understand the Berk arc chapters.

**The dreams Hiccup has are important**, and will be explained in what looks to be chapter seven. Magic should also be explained in the same chapter. A lot happens in chapters six and seven!

**Looking back at previous chapters**, I see that I really didn't accurately describe Toothless' new size. In the first movie you can see that the Red Death could swallow Hiccup and Toothless whole with their wings fully extended. In my story, Toothless would be several times bigger. Large enough to crawl around on the Red Death's head and take up a large portion of room. Looking at the Night Fury physiology, we see that they have a large wing:body and tail:body ratio, meaning most of his size is in his large wings and long tail. This preserves his bigger size but retains the speed that Night Fury's are known for. Hopefully this paints a better picture, let me know!

**I know some of you, like me, dislike Snot a lot**. Although it looks like Hiccup has let bygones be bygones, you'll be keen to note he never actually accepted Snot's apology. Just keep that in mind, despite all he's doing to help Snot and Berk.

Thanks for reading!

- Musica


	5. Death and Rebirth

Hiccup stood, once again, in the training ring. In front of him were all twenty-five of his students, four from each of the tribes, plus Snot. These were the men and women he was going to impart the knowledge of his destiny upon, and with any luck, turn them into riders. Well, as close to riders as they could be. He doubted another viking would be chosen as a bonded, Hel, he doubted another human would be chosen. He had been the first one in centuries.

After a tense few minutes of staring down the group of vikings, Hiccup decided he would begin. "I know you were all chosen to gain the secrets of dragon training by your villages, and whilst you may not see it now, you will come to understand that the power I impart to you in the coming months is one that cannot be abused for petty inter-tribal squabbles. I will make you into something great, something beyond the strength of normal men and women. Before your training begins, you must swear oaths to me, and to yourselves," at this, a shadow came over the ring as the hulking form of Toothless loomed over the cage of the training ring, staring down the humans.

"Toothless and I shall hold you to them," Hiccup said darkly, and at this his dragon let a low growl echo through his chest cavity and the ring, "You will never tell the details of your training to another. You will never abuse your training for personal gain. You will never harm another dragon or rider without just cause. If at any point you feel the training is too difficult for you, you are free to quit, but you are still sworn to silence on all that you have seen or heard. The penalty for breaking your oath is death. Do you so swear?" Toothless' growl increased in its rumbling.

All the gathered vikings just nodded their heads in agreement, fear holding their tongue. Even Astrid, who had been around Toothless long enough to know he wouldn't eat her on a whim, was scared. Hiccup and his dragon could be threatening when they wanted to.

"Good," Hiccup said, and Toothless removed his mass from the cage of the ring, "then we can start today. If you'll follow me," he walked out of the ring and moved to the academy hall, which had been built next to the ring for ease of access. The vikings all followed Hiccup as he stopped before the hall. In front of the doors was a giant pile of stones of varying sizes, all individually wrapped with a thick a rope. Next to them was a wooden rack filled with a variety of crude iron weapons.

"Form a line," Hiccup commanded. The group hustled into as straight a line as they could form and approached Hiccup. He spent a few seconds looking at each student, noting their physique and choice of weapon. He handed each a different sized rock and one of the iron weapons, which were deceptively heavy. The vikings gathered back into groups based on their villages with their new items, wondering what their instructor was planning.

"I guess we should do introductions first," Hiccup said, gesturing to the group. Each of the heirs stepped forward and introduced their people.

"I am Thuggory of the Meathead tribe, this is my cousin, Alfgrimr," gesturing to his right, "and this is Hoggvandi and his wife, Hrimhildr." They looked like your typical vikings, Toothless commented, eyeing their size. They'd make good snacks.

"I'm Cami, and these are my friends Bera and Gudrid," she cleared her throat, "and this is Hekja, daughter to the second-in-command of my mother." Maybe we should tell the villagers to lock up their things at night?

"As you all know, I am Egil. This is Arn, my good friend, and Rakel, my niece. The tall one behind me is Halfdan." Hiccup didn't think he was half of anything, the man was built like a tree.

"I'm Tantrum!" the young heir of the Uglithugs said with pride, "these are my bodyguards Nafni and Narfi, and my friend, Yrsa." The twins, Nafni and Narfi, were hulking monstrosities, true giants of men, though not as big as Fisker. They looked about as smart as the rocks they were carrying.

"I'm Heather, this is Katla, my friend. The two boys with us are Magnus and Vigr, sons of the council of the free people." Best to keep an eye on them, Hiccup thought.

"I-I am, uh, Fishlegs. This i-is Astrid, the twins Ruffnut and T-tuffnut, and... Snotlout," Fish said stammered nervously. Hiccup just sighed and made a mental note to help coach Fish on his public speaking skills.

Seeing as everyone knew everyone's names, the groups shared some looks and greeted each other. It was a start. "Good, except I didn't ask for your heirs to introduce you. I asked you to introduce yourselves. There is no class in dragon training, you're all equals. The group is only as strong as its weakest member. None of you will finish your training unless all of you do," Hiccup said, "from now, ignore village politics."

"I have given each of you a stone and a weapon. The stone will be your burdens, and you will have to learn to carry them. They will be heavy at first, but over time, you will grow strong enough to bear them. The weapons you have are training weapons, they are blunt and heavy. They were designed that way. Your weapon is your life, I expect you to have a handle on it at all times-"

"Err, Hiccup, I thought each tribe was only supposed to have four students each?" Gudrid, Cami's friend from the Bog Burglars, asked.

Hiccup looked at her like she was mad, "I'll teach whoever I want," he said, making no attempt to hide the anger in his voice. He picked up a stone, walked up to the young Bog Burglar, and swapped it with the one he had given her earlier. Her new one was twice as big. Gudrid looked confused but said nothing more.

"As I was saying," Hiccup picked back up, "your weapon is your life. If you lose your weapon, expect consequences. Now, if nobody has anymore questions we can move to our classroom for today's lesson." Hiccup gripped the ropes of his own stone, which was several times larger than the largest stone he had given his students, and hoisted it onto his back with one hand. Some of the students had open looks of shock on their face that Hiccup was able to lift so much with his, comparatively, smaller body.

The rest of the group picked up their own stones and made to walk through the doors of the academy hall, only Hiccup was walking around the hall and towards the hills outside of Berk. Seeing him stop and turn to look at them, they quickly ran after their instructor. "Err, Hiccup, where are we going?" Astrid asked. Everyone else was wondering the same question, the weight of the stones was quickly wearing on their stamina as they went farther and farther from Berk.

"The mountain," Hiccup replied matter-of-factly, and pointing to the summit of the mountain that formed the island of Berk from the ocean. It was several thousand feet tall, and there was no easy path to climb the mountain. There were a few small goat trails leading up to the base of the mountain before they stopped at sheer face of rock.

"Although it doesn't look like it, riding dragons requires a surprising amount of strength. Strength which you lack. On top of that, vikings tend to be a heavyset folk, it'll slow your dragon down and make them tire easily. We'll be hiking every day to the summit," Hiccup explained in a loud voice to the rest of the students. He was met with a chorus of groans but no one vocalized their complaints.

Several hours went by until the sun was high in the sky. The group had managed to travel half way up the mountain and every viking was utterly spent. Clothes were soaked in sweat, muscles burned with fire and quaked incessantly. Astrid simply couldn't go on anymore, it just wasn't in her. Her stone weighed as much as she did and she had her own battleaxe as well as her training one strapped to her back. Her hands were bloody and raw from clawing at the handholds leading up the mountain. Her breathes came in long pants, her body trying desperately to fuel itself in its climb.

Hiccup stood several feet above her and the rest of the students on a ledge, looking over them. He didn't have a drop of sweat on him, his body didn't shake, and his breathing was steady and even. His own stone was several times bigger than the largest of stones any student had, and he had his own black sword and a training sword strapped to his back. "There has to be a trick to it..." Astrid thought desperately. Hiccup couldn't be that much more fit, and even if he was, there's no way he wouldn't be tired like them.

Even so, Astrid was doing much better than some of the others. Some of the larger vikings were simply about to drop dead from exhaustion, which is why Hiccup was currently sparing them with a break in their climb. Fishlegs sat on his rock, which for some reason, was smaller than Astrid's own. His entire body was quivering from head to toe. His hands rested on his knees and he was sucking in rapid breaths of air. He suddenly rolled onto his side, off his rock, and vomited several times causing Astrid to look away. She herself was very close to doing the same thing.

"We'll be making this climb everyday," Hiccup commented after five minutes of rest, "best to get used to it." After another five minutes of rest Hiccup turned and started to climb again, signaling their break was over. Groans of protest were moaned and all the vikings grudgingly hoisted their rocks off the ground and began their climb anew. Despite their weariness they continued on and after another hour of climbing they finally clambered over the final crags and came out into a small oasis at the summit of the mountain. There was a small pong filled with crystal clear water in the center, and two lone trees provided shade from the assault of the sun above. Hiccup was standing by the crags, making sure everyone got up safely, helping those who needed a hand wordlessly.

The students dropped their stones unceremoniously on the ground and dragged their feet over to the pond. "Drink slowly and in small gulps," Hiccup warned them, "you will become ill if you drink too much too fast." Hiccup started a medium sized fire as his students drunk their fill from the pond, which seemed odd to the rest of the group. Toothless flew overhead and rained various fish onto the summit of the mountain, seeing their lunch arrive they scrambled to pick up a few fish and approached the fire to roast them.

After eating and drinking their fill, and a short rest, Hiccup decided to continue with the training. "Next we'll start combat training. You'll each do a short spar with me before I pair you up with a partner who will remain your sparring opponent for the duration of training. Any volunteers?" For a few moments everyone was silent, each waiting to see who would step up first. The dead probably had more energy than them. Hiccup was about to pick someone when it became apparent no one was going to step forward, but he was surprised when Cami strode forward and drew her iron training sword. Her foreign cutlass that she usually wielded hung loosely off of her right hip.

Hiccup drew his own training sword and the two began to circle each other as the others spread out in a circle to watch the spar. Cami knew she had no chance of winning against Hiccup, she had seen his duel with Snot and she was too tired to put up a real fight. But she was a heir and she had the honor of her tribe on the line, so she gave it her best bet anyway. Their circling eventually came within feet of each other and she lunged forward suddenly, swinging her training sword up in a wide arc intending to clip Hiccup's shoulder. Hiccup brought his own sword up in response and made a quick swatting motion knocking her sword out of its path.

Cami quickly hopped back and out of the way of any possible counterattack Hiccup could have launched. Hiccup nodded in approval of her actions and stalked forward, holding his sword low at his side. Cami didn't backpedal but instead stood her ground and took on a wider, more balanced stance. Hiccup was stronger than her but she could probably match him in speed. If she was lucky, she could counter and get a light attack in. In a lightning fast attack Hiccup's sword struck forward and caught Cami off guard, she raised her own blade to parry the attack but Hiccup simply performed a deft maneuver with the two weapons and disarmed her, flinging the training sword away with his own.

Before she could react his sword was resting on her collarbone, "Dead," Hiccup muttered. Hiccup took a few steps back and gestured for her to retrieve her weapon. Cami thought about her next course of action as she and Hiccup began circling each other again. She couldn't rely on defense, as tired as she was, and her own attacks were weaker because of her fatigue. Instead, she was going to test Hiccup's defense. Before Hiccup could break from their circling she darted forward and sent a barrage of quick jabs towards his chest. Through a combination of dodges and parries Hiccup avoided the assault, and each time he parried Cami's blow she tried to take advantage and stab him where his guard was weakest. She never managed to so much as scratch him.

After a few more moments of sparring Hiccup had seen enough, so he disarmed her again in much the same fashion before commenting on her form. "Your strength is lacking, but that will be corrected during training. Your speed is your best asset. Your style seems to suit ambush more than dueling, quick surprise attacks before retreating," Hiccup nodded, agreeing with his assessment. Cami just accepted his comments and moved to sit down, joining the circle of vikings watching the spar.

Over the course of the Bog Burglars heir's stay on Berk, Astrid had developed a certain mutual dislike with Cami. Their dislike took the form of competition that had started the day Hiccup sent them into the woods to fetch timber for the academy hall. Not to be outdone, she, of course, volunteered for the next spar. She withdrew her iron training axe, depositing her usual one on the ground. She twirled the axe, getting a feel for its weight and balance. It could never match the axe she had been using since she was a girl but it would do.

Toothless curled up around one of the crags that made the summit of the mountain and watched the spar with interest. The two-legs style of fighting was always interesting to him, especially since his rider was as deadly with his blade as he was with his claws and fangs. Astrid smirked confidently, she felt invigorated by the small meal of fish and she had time enough to rest her aching muscles. She could fight, like she had been doing every day. Like she had trained to do. Hiccup noticed her arrogance and decided to nip it in the bud before it became a problem. They began circling each other as the previous duel but Hiccup broke and darted forward. Before Astrid could react he struck her on the hand with the flat of his blade, causing her to drop her axe.

Hiccup took a step back, waiting for her to retrieve her weapon. The moment she did he struck her on the hand with the flat of his blade again, and again she dropped her axe. The process repeated twice more before Astrid refused to pick up her weapon. "The first rule of war," Hiccup explained to everyone, "is never to overestimate yourself. You should always fear, always plan, that your opponent is much more powerful than yourself. The moment you trick yourself into thinking you are their better is the moment they strike you down, never forget this."

The group of vikings nodded their heads and Hiccup walked back several paces away from Astrid, out of his range of attack. Astrid picked up her axe again with a sour look on her face, her cheeks bright red from embarrassment and anger. They began circling each other and Hiccup made no move to start the spar first, so Astrid made attacked. She gripped the haft of her axe with both hands and with as much power and speed as she could muster swung at Hiccup's ribs. She fully intended to break them. Hiccup surprised her by quickly dancing out of the way of the strike, getting behind her guard, and brought his sword up to her neck and rested it on her collarbone. "Dead," he muttered.

"The second rule is to never let your emotions cloud your judgment. Anger, fear, love, and hate have killed more warriors than a blade or arrow ever will," he explained to Astrid and his students. Astrid tried to stamp out her rising anger, aware that she was being made an example of for everyone else. She had to redeem herself. Resuming their spar, and with the desire to prove herself, Astrid focused on the task at hand. She would go on the attack again, the sword couldn't hold up to the power of the axe. She danced forward, shifting her weight between each of her feet in mock jump, trying to confuse Hiccup. As she approached where Hiccup stood in the clearing she darted forward, feinting another swing of her axe. At the last moment she slid down to her knees, keeping the arc of her axe moving forward intending to sweep Hiccup's legs out from under him.

In a swift motion with bird like agility Hiccup took two quick steps back, lifted his right foot, and stepped on the blade of her axe, pinning it between his boot and the earth. He brought up his sword and rested it on Astrid's shoulder, "Dead," he muttered again. He released the axe from its prison and stepped back, dismissing Astrid. "Your strength is good, but your agility is poor. Your technique has a good base but your attacks are easy to see through by those more experienced than yourself. You rely too much on your first attack succeeding and let your emotions rule you during a fight," Hiccup concluded his assessment of her skill.

Astrid had never felt so humiliated in her life at how easily Hiccup destroyed everything she had worked for in her life. She picked up her axe and left the circle observing the spar and sat on her stone, too embarrassed to show her face among her comrades. She was depressed for an hour before she found her determination again. Just like she had been the best in dragon training before Hiccup left, so too would she be the best in this. If Hiccup was so good then she would take everything he knew and turn it against him. She vowed to herself that by the end of their training she would beat Hiccup in a duel.

Hiccup had continued examining the skills of each of the vikings he was to teach and was not impressed. For vikings they were decent, but for humans they were mediocre. He had seen many warriors all across Midgard, some who had proved legitimate threats without the use of the arcane. He would correct that in time, though. He would forge them into some of the best warriors of the realm, but first, he had to break them.

The hours passed as Hiccup beat each student with increasing degrees of ease. Nobody had managed to get a hit in, let alone beat him. At last, when everyone was defeated, Hiccup rattled off a quick list of names. "Astrid and Cami, Ruff and Bera, Fish and Thuggory, Snot and Katla..." until everyone had a partner. His choices were odd, some opponents were easily outclassed by their opponents while others were evenly matched. The young boy from the Peaceable Country, Magnus, had been paired to fight Hoggvandi, the giant of the Meatheads who served as their executioner. It just didn't make sense to Astrid but she said nothing, she had been embarrassed enough for one day.

"There are some basic rules for sparring, You may not attack your opponent's head, neck, or groin. You are to hold back your blows, if you break a bone expect the same to be done to you in turn. The goal of sparring is to improve, not to injure yourself or your opponent. I've selected your partners based on who I think should be able to pull the most improvement out of each other," Hiccup explained. He looked around at the worn faces of his students. It would be night soon so he decided to start the descent back to Berk without having them spar with each other. That would come tomorrow.

The climb back down the mountain was no easier than going up, but it was faster. The rocks they carried tested their strength going up, and their balance going down. One wrong move and the rock would pull you along with it down the side of the mountain and to death. After an agonizing hour and a half of climbing they finally reached the base of the mountain. The torches of Berk burned in the distance as the sun began to set on the horizon. Stomachs growled in protest, they had only eaten a meager meal of roasted fish along with whatever they had for their morning meal, if anything at all.

As they began to march towards the great hall, Hiccup stopped them. "We're not done, actually," he said, gesturing to the academy hall that was constructed in the month prior to their arrival. He walked through the tall wooden doors and lit some torches that lined the wall. Inside were rows of elaborately carved desks and comfortable chairs. In front of the room was a larger desk that had a large pile of leather bound books on them. Exhausted from their training for the day, everyone found a chair and sunk into it. Hiccup grabbed the pile of books and began passing them out. After everyone had a book he placed a quill and inkwell on each desk.

"What are these for?" Tantrum, the heir of the Uglithugs, asked with distaste.

"These," Hiccup gestured to the writing implements everyone had in front of them, "are your journals. Inside on the first page is a list of runes that we use in Norse. Some of you may already know your letters, but many of you will not, and if you do, your understanding will be poor at best. Part of your training is to write in this journal every day about what you did during training that day. Record what you did, what you learned, what you observed. It will be a helpful tool in reviewing my lessons and teach you a valuable skill at the same time."

Tantrum had a cross look on her face, "I didn't come here to learn my runes, Hiccup, I came here to learn how to train dragons!" The anger in her voice was not disguised due to her fatigue.

Hiccup just sighed and made a clear, ringing whistle. A few moments passed before a small lime-green Terror flew down into the first floor of the academy hall and landed on his shoulder, nuzzling into his neck. The display silenced the students, drawing their attention. This was what they came here for. Astrid was shocked to see the Terror that had led them to the nest back on Berk and wondered how Hiccup had came across it. Hiccup reached up and scratched under the Terror's chin, before it gave a loud squawk and flew up to the second floor of the academy. It returned almost instantly, with a small scroll in its claws before it flew over to Tantrum's desk and dropped the scroll.

The Uglithug heir unrolled the scroll and looked at the unfamiliar, to her, markings. From her vantage point Astrid could see their meaning, "That's why," was all that was written on it. Some of the other vikings had seen the message and chuckled slightly at her confusion.

"When you're a rider, you will often be several days, if not weeks, from any form of civilization. If you need to pass a message to someone, it is handy to have a Terror in your service. They are excellent trackers and very intelligent, despite their small size. They make the finest courier dragons. I would suggest you learn your runes, Tantrum, because you will encounter this same dilemma some day. The runes mean, "That's why," Hiccup concluded, like he was lecturing a child.

"I won't keep you, just write in your journals. I'll check them periodically to make sure you're writing but not the content of them. You're free to go for today, I made sure the cooks in the great hall saved food for you," he said, dismissing them.

"He wasn't kidding..." Tuff said, his mouth open and salivating as they walked into the great hall. A giant feast was prepared for them, with giant fish, boar, bears, and other archipelago fauna laid out on a long table. They wouldn't have gained any strength without a proper diet so Hiccup had Toothless hunt and bring back some game. It would have to do until they found a more permanent solution. The dragon academy students dug into their feast ravenously, their fatigue fueling their hunger. As they ate, a few scribbled messy runes into their journals, holding the quill in one hand and a hunk of meat in the other.

It had been a long day, and the morning would come all too soon before they had to repeat it again.

* * *

><p>The morning came all too early for the dragon academy students. Their bodies ached from their exertion yesterday but they all woke even earlier than usual to pack into Fisker's humble shop and buy thick leather gloves and boots. They wore light clothes and didn't bother bringing their own weapons, they only weighed them down more than they already were.<p>

The students were also surprised to find Hiccup, awake, and waiting for them in front of the academy hall. When everyone was present Hiccup nodded and picked up his own overly large stone before heading back to the mountain. Heavy sighs echoed from behind him as the vikings hefted their own stones onto their backs and followed after him. The climb was slightly easier than the first day, the addition of gloves and proper boots helped tremendously, and while exhausted as they neared the top, they weren't ready to drop dead.

Hiccup stood above them, as usual, and looked down with a sour look. Astrid had come to identify the expression as when Hiccup was disappointed or annoyed with something they were doing. Following his glare, she noticed that Tantrum wasn't carrying her stone. Following behind her, one of the giant twins that were her bodyguards, carried two stones in each hand, slung over his back. "Stop," Hiccup commanded, "turn around, we're going back."

Astrid quickly glanced up, she could see the end of the crags that signified the summit of the mountain. "Why?" someone asked.

"The stones you're carrying represent your burdens, like I said yesterday. Naturally, someone else cannot carry your burdens for you," Hiccup said darkly, glaring at Tantrum. Everyone turned to stare at her, and in response her face grew tomato red. "Once we get back to Berk, we'll try the climb again. Hopefully you'll have learned your lesson then."

"What! Why should we have to do the climb again just because she didn't carry her Hel forsaken stone?" Gudrid, Cami's friend, screeched.

"Because," Hiccup said in exasperation, "you are only as strong as your weakest member. I told you this, if one of you can't pass training, none of you will." He started retracing his steps to begin the descent down the mountain and the academy students groaned and moved to follow him. Nearly an hour later and they once again stood in front of the doors to the academy. Hiccup took Tantrum's stone and swapped it with an extra from the pile of leftovers, it was nearly thrice as big as her first one. Her face reddened in anger but she said nothing, just angrily grabbing her new stone.

Thoroughly exhausted, they began the climb again. It was slower going, with Hiccup stopping to give them breaks more often. More vomiting was had all around as their toil took its toll. Everyone shared nervous glances at each other as they climbed, making sure no one had passed off their stone to someone else to carry. They were not interested in making the climb a third time in one day. Hel, they would probably die if they did. Nearly three hours later they scrambled over the crags and into the clearing of the mountain summit. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief and tried to quell their raging hearts and fill their burning lungs.

Several more emptied their stomachs before taking small drinks from the pond in the center of the clearing. Hiccup gave everyone thirty minutes to rest and by the time they were rested the moon at begun rising above the ocean. Hiccup sighed and a few moments later Toothless appeared, dropping off a few giant logs. Hiccup created several large piles from the timber and Toothless blew a small bolt of fire into each, setting the bonfires ablaze, lighting the summit of the mountain up with a warm glow.

"Form pairs with your partner and begin sparring," Hiccup commanded.

The academy students spread out in the clearing, standing opposite of them was their sparring partner Hiccup had selected the day previously. Astrid found Cami at the center of the clearing, waiting for her. They stood five paces apart and drew their weapons, sword versus axe. Her defeat from yesterday fresh in her mind, Astrid was determined not to lose the first spar. Hiccup cast a critical eye over everyone, noting their skill. Both young women noticed him watching them with interest. Seeing that Hiccup had decided to observe their spar they both found their reserves of energy and determination to win.

Cami made the first attack, signaling the start of the spar. She lunged forward and attempted to copy what Hiccup had done to disarm Astrid, a swift rap on her hand with the flat of her blade. Cami wasn't as fast nor as skilled as Hiccup was and Astrid saw the move coming. She deftly danced out of the way and made a low swing with her axe, allowing gravity to empower her blow, as she tried to strike at Cami's exposed leg. Cami retracted her leg and stabilized her stance as she caught the axe on her sword. Astrid could feel how weak her guard was and gripped the haft of her axe with both hands and put more strength into her swing, breaking Cami's guard and sending her sword flying from her hands.

Astrid smirked at her victory and glanced at Hiccup, who simply nodded and muttered, "Again." Cami retrieved her sword and the spar began anew. Hiccup's words from yesterday rang through Cami's mind, Astrid was strong. She had underestimated her strength and it had costed her the first match in front of their instructor. With renewed determination she began circling Astrid, signifying the start of the second spar. Astrid copied her and walked in the other direction, holding her axe at the ready. Cami started the duel again, but feinted her first attack. She wouldn't make the same mistake twice. Astrid moved to block her feint and regretted it as Cami withdrew her sword and swung at her unguarded side. Astrid barely managed to contort her body to put the haft of her axe between Cami's sword and her right arm. Although their weapons were blunt, they still hurt.

Astrid counterattacked when Cami withdrew her sword and instead of blocking she simply hopped back out of the range of Astrid's axe. Blocking only worked when you were of equal strength of your opponent, and Cami wasn't confident she had the strength or skill to parry her blow. The two women continued the fight, trading blows but never scoring any. After five minutes of fighting their fatigue began to draw on them and they both readied themselves for the final confrontation they sensed coming. Astrid knew Cami was faster and more agile than her, but she was far her better in strength. If she could force her to block or catch her off guard, she would win again. Cami knew that she couldn't beat Astrid in a contest of strength and did everything to avoid such a situation.

Both fighters stalked forward, their muscles tense in anticipation. Neither made a move to attack until they were standing face to face with each other. Astrid brought up the heel of her axe and made to jab Cami in her stomach. Cami rolled forward and the heel of the axe dug into her ribs as she dodged. Cami quickly brought her sword back and slashed at the back of Astrid's exposed leg, sending her to the ground. Astrid, not to be outdone, fought through the pain and turned as she fell, bringing her axe down with her. The blow had little force behind it but it was enough to disarm Cami as it struck her sword arm. They both lay on the ground, panting, and looked at Hiccup for his verdict. He was watching a very one sided duel between Magnus and Hoggvandi but turned his head slightly and muttered, "Well done, a tie," before returning to the other spars in the clearing.

Both women felt a spark of pride in their chests at his compliment. Sharing a quick glance they both silently agreed to take a small break before returning to their spar. And so their fights continued on for the next hour, as Cami strove to overcome Astrid with speed and Astrid to overpower with strength. Darkness had fallen and the moon was halfway to its highest point in the sky when Hiccup signaled for them to stop. "A good first day's spar," he commented, "tomorrow we will not be climbing the mountain. Instead you'll have a lesson in the academy hall and practice your spars in the training ring, we'll meet at noon. Once we get back to Berk you're dismissed, the great hall has saved a meal for you. Get a good night's rest."

Sighing in appreciation that Hiccup had gone out of his way to keep them fed despite their training, the group groaned as they realized they had to climb back down the mountain. Again. Hiccup grabbed a small stick and lit it to serve as a makeshift torch and began the climb, leading them down. Others did the same, their stones securely strapped to their backs with the ropes used to carry them. The light of the moon combined with the torches made the climb down safer than it should have been. Once they reached the base of the mountain the academy students formed groups and walked at a brisk run to the great hall to feast.

Once again they were met with piles of meat, served hot by the cooks of the great hall. Hiccup joined them and the cooks brought out a bowl of mushroom soup and a tankard of mead just for him. Others scribbled in their journals once again, Astrid had brought hers with her to do the same. The students engaged in pleasant conversation, commenting on each other's form and skill, giving suggestions on technique where they had expertise. Hiccup wrote in his own journal, a worn black leather-bound book, with elegant gold writing on the front. Astrid didn't know the letters to the language it was in but it looked beautiful all the same.

Feeling the fatigue of the day wear on them, most students retired after finishing eating. Some of the older vikings stayed with Hiccup, drinking into the night, speaking of the future of their training. Astrid would have normally joined them but she felt her eyes were heavy and knew it would be best to get a full night's rest. Whatever Hiccup had planned for tomorrow was sure to be no less easy than what they had done today.

* * *

><p>Vikings normally rose with the sun, working from dawn til dusk. It was an oddity, then, that the dragon academy students slept until the sun was high in the sky. The previous two days of exertion had taken their toll, and the extra sleep had gone a long ways towards rejuvenating them. As noon approached, the students began making their way to the academy hall for the day's lesson. All the students had their leather gloves and boots, their training weapon, their ceremonial stone, and their journal. They didn't know what Hiccup had planned but they came prepared for anything.<p>

Hiccup had a small smirk on his face as he saw their preparations and nodded his head in approval. At least they were taking their training seriously, if only to reduce their own suffering. Pushing open the tall doors of the academy hall, he gestured them in. On each desk was several sheets of parchment, a quill, and a large inkwell. Walking to the front of the room Hiccup began speaking, "Today I'll be teaching you strategy. As riders you'll often find yourselves in positions of authority, your skill and your dragon will make you a force that others call on when they face a power they cannot defeat alone."

"Many times, you'll be called on to settle differences. In some situations, you will not be able to settle those differences. Being vikings, that usually means it ends in violence. If it doesn't just start that way in the beginning. Know this: violence is not the solution, but it is a solution. You should always strive to settle a dispute peacefully before resorting to force," Hiccup lectured. Some of the students sat in their chairs with blank expressions, whilst other scribbled on their parchment, taking down his words.

"The best way I find to help people in conflict is to arrange it so that both parties feel as if they've won. When someone thinks they've made off with the better part of a deal they are unlikely to complain. If such an outcome is not possible, or not easily accomplished, you can compromise and allow one party to have the dispute end in their favor. This is often the case in politics, where you choose your battles. You may let a neighboring village take the hunting grounds of a nearby island, but when they ask for favorable trade you can leverage their actions against them in favor of your own gain," Hiccup explained, giving them an example they could understand. The blank stares he was getting from some told him that they weren't the sharpest sword in the smithy. But then again, that is why they were at the smithy. To be sharpened.

"In some cases, you simply won't be able to achieve victory. Retreat is not dishonorable, it is tactical. Live to fight another day, another battle. Remember your defeat and learn from it, take your loss and turn it into victory on another field of battle. Sometimes the costs of victory outweigh the benefits. This will be a common dilemma you face as riders and you need to be able to understand when it is worth fighting and when it is not," Hiccup explained when he got sour looks from some vikings. There was no honor in surrender, better to die in glorious combat and go to your forefather's halls in Valhalla.

"... And, in some cases, force will be the only road to travel. When you draw your sword, do so only as the last resort. You will find that there will rarely be an opponent your equal once your training has finished, but you should not underestimate your enemy. At the same time, do not flaunt your own strength. Give your foe a merciful, quick death and be done with it," Hiccup stated flatly.

Over the next five hours Hiccup continued to lecture them on the finer points of negotiation, strategy, and tactics. He explained various situations they might encounter as riders and asked them to explain how they would solve the problem at hand. He picked apart their answers, pointing out the holes in their logic, planning, and thought process. By the end each student could think of a decent solution to the most basic of conflicts they might be called upon to solve. When the lesson finished they were equally as exhausted as though they had climbed the mountain, their fatigue was not one of the body but of the mind. Hiccup dismissed them to the ring as the sun began its descent. The academy students formed pairs with their usual sparring partners and practiced with each other for some time. Eventually Hiccup called for them to stop and had them form a line in pairs, each of who would fight a single match against each other under Hiccup and the other students critical eye. After each match Hiccup pointed out the flaws in their technique and form and suggested ways for them to improve.

That evening at the great hall every student wrote in their journal, trying to record even a small semblance of Hiccup's words that day. Those that took notes on parchment assisted their comrades in recalling specific lessons or ideas that Hiccup had imparted to them. They had developed a sort of camaraderie in a short amount of time under Hiccup's harsh and strict training regiment and after seeing the repercussions of one of their number failing, they strove to make sure everyone could handle each lesson. Those who did not know their runes were taught by those who did, those who were unskilled with a blade were taught by those who were.

The next day the academy students showed up at the academy hall, fully expecting to be climbing the mountain again, Hiccup surprised them by calling them to a small knoll on the outskirts of Berk, overlooking the sea. They had left their weapons and their stones back at the hall, and had a strange look on their face as if it was too good to be true. Hiccup's lessons were never anything less than arduous. "Today, I'm going to teach you a dance, but it's not a dance like you might be used to. It is a dance designed to increase your agility and flexibility," he explained, taking on a strange form, standing straight with his arms held at his side. "Copy me," he simply commanded.

When all the students assumed the same pose, Hiccup raised his arms to shoulder height, palms open and facing upward to the sky, with the elbows bent ever so slightly. His right leg off the ground, forming a triangle by placing the sole of his foot against the side of his left knee. His left leg was bent ever so slightly to give him a crouching position. The vikings struggled for five minutes before they could adopt the deceptively simple pose and then held it as Hiccup did. Hiccup simply closed his eyes and waited. Thirty minutes passed and Astrid was unaware that standing still could result in such aching muscles. This had to be torture, not a dance. No sane person would consider this a dance.

Sensing his student's distress, Hiccup opened his eyes and cleared his throat before shifting to the next position. He brought the right leg that had formed the triangle down to the ground and bent his left leg at the knee, sliding his right leg away from his body in one fluid motion. The result was a straight line that formed from his left knee and ran to his right foot. Another triangle formed, with his left foreleg acting as a short side, the ground forming the bottom, and the line between his bent left knee and his straight right leg forming the long side. He placed his right right arm palm down, resting it on his knee, and held his left arm in the air, perfectly straight. The form had the effect of greatly lowering the body's center of gravity.

Again they struggled to assume the same pose and again they struggled to hold it. Hiccup waited another thirty minutes before shifting into another pose. The process repeated for the next four hours until they were all thoroughly exhausted, their limbs aching and quivering from fatigue. At the end Hiccup had them split into pairs and spar with their partners for an hour before dismissing them to study a question he had posed during their dance and expected an answer from each of them in the morn. Hiccup had taken to the habit of riddles, testing their ability to reason through a problem and picking apart their thought process when they gave the wrong answer.

Several weeks later, after Hiccup had begun noticing improvements in his students fitness, he decided to teach them how to survive in the wild. Despite being vikings, usually only healers and huntsmen had the knowledge of which plants were edible, which were medicinal, how to track game in the forest, how to tell the time of day by the position of the sun in the sky, how to read direction from where moss grew on a tree. As a rider traveling vast distances it was common to spend more nights under the stars than under a roof, and it required a certain skill set that they didn't possess. After three days of them observing Hiccup living in the woods surrounding Berk he took them to the far side of the island where they camped for a week with nothing but the clothes on their back. The daily sparring combined with the scarce food, cold nights, and poor sleep wore on their bodies and minds but they eventually absorbed the knowledge.

In a rare act of compassion Hiccup took mercy on his students as they recovered from their camping excursion. Instead, he decided to start lecturing on how to interact with dragons. "Today will be the first of many lectures on dragon behavior, which you'll need to memorize unless you want to end up a snack one day," Hiccup began saying, causing all of the academy students to sit up in their chairs and pay attention, eyes wide. " The first thing you should know is that dragons are intelligent, as intelligent as you or me, if not more so. You should have already seen this in Toothless' behavior. Treat them like you would treat another person and you'll be off to a good start."

"The dragons natural diet is composed largely of fish and small land animals, but they have a particular distaste for any kind of eel due to the smell. You can use an eel as a dragon repellent if you're in an area with particularity aggressive or territorial dragons but you should take caution, while most are simply repulsed by the eels some enter rages and attack the source of the stench," Hiccup warned them, as they jotted down the secrets only he knew about dragons. Hiccup was pleasantly surprised to learn that everyone in his class had become literate by their first month under his tutelage, with some discovering a love for writing, poetry, eddas, and sagas.

"One thing that does attract dragons, however, is this," Hiccup held up a large fistful of yellow-green grass, and the small green Terror from earlier zipped into the classroom and wrapped around Hiccup's hand. "Its called Dragonweed, and every dragon I've come across so far has loved it. As you can see, they like to rub on it and it has an affect not unlike alcohol in humans on them. You can use it to calm and even tame some dragon species." Hiccup removed the small Terror and threw the fistful of Dragonweed over the classroom as the students watched it zip too and from each of their desks, quickly rolling on the small amount of the precious plant that landed there.

"Most dragons also have some form of soft spot in their hides. It is very pleasurable for them when you scratch it, as they're usually in difficult to reach spots," Hiccup called the Terror over and began itching at a small scale under its chin before it quickly flopped on its side and rolled around in bliss. "The spots are different for each dragon but if you learn them you'll quickly become good companions," he added.

"The first time you meet a dragon they will be hesitant to allow you to touch them, an easy way to show them that you mean no harm is to reach out with your hand and allow them to come the rest of the way. Looking away helps if they're particularly shy or skittish," Hiccup said, stopping to answer a question.

"When will we get to meet our own dragons?" Thuggory asked, speaking the question everyone had on their minds since they started their training nearly two months ago.

"When you're ready," Hiccup replied simply before continuing his lecture on the finer points of dragon behavior and the differences between various species, answering questions as they came up. After dismissing them for the day the bravest of the students attempted to find and scratch Toothless' soft spots to no avail. Hiccup noticed them and walked over to his friend and easily turned him into a boneless pile of purring, laying limp on the ground with his tongue hanging out of his mouth. The students, who had only seen the large black dragon be the picture of ferocity and intimidation, were shocked at his sudden change in demeanor.

And thus their training progressed. Some days they climbed the mountain to spar with each other, some days they spent in the academy hall as Hiccup lectured them on various subjects; strategy, tactics, dragonology, philosophy, and mathematics, and some days they spent sparring in the training ring, either with each other or Hiccup, and practicing the torture dance to improve their agility. Nights were spent writing what they learned in their journals and discussing their lessons. Progress was slow but steady, even Tuff, who Astrid had feared would cause the group to fail, had managed to learn his runes and numbers. Hoggvandi had taught Magnus the way of the axe, improving the boy's skills tremendously, whilst improving the basics in his own form and technique. Those who were weak of body gained thick layers of muscle and those who were heavyset lost fat and gained grace. Their iron training weapons, which had once been heavy and unwieldy, now seemed weightless in their hands.

* * *

><p>Another two months passed and Hiccup, along with the rest of the tribe, had trouble recognizing his students. Their progress was more than Hiccup could have predicted. Many of the students had arrived on Berk with the typical gut that many vikings wore, but no more. Lean muscle adorned every student, even Fishlegs, whom Hiccup had discovered looked quite fearsome now. Like a bear, except with no fur. They were quick on their feet and quick of the mind. Hiccup had largely broken them of their reckless and inefficient style of combat and refined it into something that could be called skill. The time had come where Hiccup could teach them little more, he could only throw them to the wind and hope they flew.<p>

One morning, the academy students arrived at the hall to begin their daily tasks and found Hiccup standing in front of the doors, his hands behind his back, with a small smirk on his face. "Congratulations," he said, "I've taught you everything I can to prepare you to be riders. Now you need experience, something I can't give you. This will be your last lesson, and let it be a reminder not to forget what you've learned here." Hiccup turned and strode through the doors, gesturing them to follow him.

Inside, on each their desks, was a sheathed weapon. Astrid had an axe, Cami had a cutlass, the twins received matching spears, Fish received a short sword, Snot had a large war hammer, Heather had a pair of medium-sized daggers. As they examined their gifts, they were amazed at the craftsmanship. Each one was perfectly balanced and razor sharp, and was far lighter than steel should normally weigh. Decorating the weapons were patterns of inlaid gold. Their body's, used to the extra weight of the heavy training weapons, swung their blades with ease. "The finest weapons I could forge," Hiccup said, "made with the finest steel, refined in the belly of a Gronckle. You would be hard pressed to find a better weapon anywhere."

Such a weapon would cost a fortune in gold, but that Hiccup toiled personally to forge them and gave them freely moved the students in an odd way. Although Hiccup had been a harsh master, he was a good one. He had elevated them beyond what any of them could have achieved on their own and for that they would be eternally grateful. When they started dragon training they had intended to take the secrets back to their villages and use it to further their own agenda but Hiccup had dissuaded them of such ideas during their training without even mentioning it. Lectures in ethics, ideology, and philosophy had opened their eyes and make them think for themselves. Before any could give their thanks Hiccup spoke again, "Well, lets test them out then, shall we?"

Moving to the training ring outside, Hiccup stood in the center of the ring with his old iron training sword drawn. It had been through a lot and was adorned with dents, cuts, and scratches. It was no longer suited to be used in combat. The academy students formed their usual line, intending to face Hiccup in a spar one after another. Even after five whole months they had yet to land a blow on him, let alone victory. They couldn't even bring the fight to a draw. Hiccup quirked an eyebrow, "What are you all doing?" he said, discarding his iron training sword and its leather scabbard. Instead, he reached to his back and drew All-slayer, its long blade of darkness swam through the air eerily.

The students shared nervous glances with each other, their breathes held. They had seen the beautiful sword Hiccup carried around, but never saw him use it. Astrid had only seen it once, briefly, on the dragon's nest when Hiccup killed the Red Death. It seemed he would be taking this spar seriously. "You'll all fight me at once, you have five minutes to form a strategy. There won't be any holds barred, this time," Hiccup warned, as he placed a single finger and ran it the length of the blade. Astrid found the gesture odd but said nothing, her mind instantly focusing on forming a strategy with her comrades on how to beat Hiccup. This was there chance. Twenty-five to one, they were insurmountable odds to anyone. Even Hiccup. She hoped.

Hiccup ignored his students plotting as best as he could with his sensitive hearing and instead thought on how he would best test each of them during the duel. It would be a good contest for him as well. He was powerful, but a god he was not. He had never faced so many opponents at once, and he had personally seen to it that they were among the most skilled humans in Midgard. It would be a challenge. Five minutes passed and the former academy students had finished their strategy.

They began by forming a circle, surrounding Hiccup. By attacking from all sides, they would split his defense in every direction. In front of him stood Astrid and Cami, their two strongest and most skilled fighters. Behind him stood Ruff and Tuff with their spears, they would use their weapons superior reach to harass his guard from his blind spots. Two pairs were on either side of Hiccup, Thuggory and Snotlout to his right, and Egil and Hoggvandi to his left. Behind them were groups of four, designed to dart in and take advantages of any openings that presented themselves. The others positioned themselves in areas where they could control Hiccup's position in the arena as well as make attacks if given the opportunity. It was a sound strategy, if they could pull it off.

Hiccup swung All-slayer lightly to and fro, the air humming lowly as it cut. He waited patiently for them to begin their attack, his eyes focusing on no one and everyone at the same time. The slightest hint of movement would set him in motion. This would be their last lesson, he would teach them humility. That with all their power there were still those far and beyond themselves. He would hold little back.

Without warning, Astrid and Cami lunged forward with lightning speed. Cami made to stab Hiccup with the point of her sword while Astrid made to cleave him in two from side to side. They attacked in such a way that if Hiccup dodged one strike the other was sure to hit. Hiccup saw the attack happen in slow motion and swung All-slayer, sweeping their blows away. Behind him, the twins launched a simultaneous attack with their spears. The shafts of their weapons writhed in the air like snakes, seeking to evade his guard and strike true. Instead of dodging or parrying, Hiccup stepped back, into the range of the spears. The weapons darted past him on either side before he flung his free arm back and quickly rapped both Ruff and Tuff on the sides of their helmet, creating a loud ringing.

Seeing their chance, Thuggory and Snot charged, with Egil and Hoggvandi following their example. Hiccup was a dervish of blows as the four surrounded him, using blade, fist, and elbows to fend off his attackers. All-slayer rejected Thuggory and Snot's swings whilst Hiccup slammed the back of his elbow into Hoggvandi's jaw, dropping the man unconscious. He rapped Egil in the stomach with the back of his hand, sending him to his knees gasping for air, in the same motion. Astrid and Cami took their place, trying desperately to score a blow or provide an opportunity for their comrades to do it for them.

It was an impossible task. Wave after wave of assaults Hiccup weathered until the unconscious bodies of the fallen had to be moved to continue the spar. Despite their training, trying their hardest to score a blow on Hiccup took its toll. Their fatigue and reduced numbers quickly signaled that the spar was coming to an end. It was now or never. Heather, who had been largely absent from the duel, nodded to Astrid and Cami signaling the next phase of their strategy. Those still standing, Ruff, Tuff, Snot, Fish, Astrid, and Cami tensed, preparing for their last resort. Heather had promised that she could distract Hiccup, if only for a moment, where he would completely focus on her and no other. In that moment, they had to finish it.

Hiccup smirked as six of his seven remaining students charged him, prepared to accept defeat at his hands. He was about to act, moving All-slayer up to parry their blows, when he felt the mental jab of an invading mind assault him. He was taken by surprise, not expecting to fight a mental battle as well as a physical, and seized up, focusing on repelling the invading force. The sliver of hesitation was enough, and all of their blows found their way inside his guard, striking true.

Or so they thought. Heather's mental attack surprised him but Hiccup was exceptionally skilled in the art of mental warfare. He easily threw her out of his mind and blocked her feeble attempts to distract him out. When he refocused on the spar he noticed his students weapons descending upon him, too close to guard against. He just smirked at their success before he stole it away from them. Holding nothing back, he tapped into his reservoirs of supernatural strength and speed. In an unearthly display of prowess he appeared a blur before them, as if they faced many Hiccup's instead of one.

Fish, being the closest due to his weapon's shorter range, was the first to fall. Hiccup brought up his free hand in an open palm and struck him under the jaw. The force of the strike knocked him into unconsciousness and sent his limp body several feet into the air. One down.

The twins were next, as he had to avoid their attack, their weapon's being the first to reach him. He twirled around and slapped both of their spears away with the flat of All-slayer, sending them flying from their hands and to the floor of the training ring several yards away. Before they realized they were disarmed, Hiccup struck them both once in the stomach. They were knocked backwards, emptying their gut's contents before passing blissfully into unconsciousness. Three down.

Astrid, Cami, and Snot's faced slowly began to morph as their minds registered Hiccup's overwhelming impending victory. Cami, being the fastest of the three, reached Hiccup next. As fast as she was, Hiccup was many times faster still. When she made to lunge forward and impale him, Hiccup danced to the side and lightly struck her in the temple with the pommel of his sword. She joined her friends in peaceful unconsciousness. Four down.

Astrid and Snot reached Hiccup next, at the same time. From the looks on their faces Hiccup knew that they knew they had no chance of beating him. With to quick slashes Hiccup disarmed both of them before swiftly dancing in a circle, sending his elbow around to send both of them to join the rest of the students on the ground.

By the time Fish's body returned to the ground the other five were already waiting for him. Heather was struck dumb. She knew Hiccup was good, but _that_ good? That wasn't the strength of a mortal man. But then again, Hiccup wasn't of the mundane, he was of the arcane. For all that he knew about dragons, he probably knew even more about magic. He could have easily found a spell to give him the strength and speed of the gods themselves. Heather dropped her daggers in surrender, not wanting to face his wrath. "A good try, Heather, but not quite enough. _Sleep_," Hiccup commanded. She slumped and fell to the ground, solidly asleep.

It was a full day later before the first of the dragon academy students began waking from their injuries. Hiccup had them moved to the healer's lodge to be looked after. He held back his strength as much as possible but that didn't mean they weren't seriously hurt. Slowly, one by one, everyone came to. They had lost. Twenty-five versus one and they had lost. Those who woke spoke in hushed tones, trying to understand where they had gone wrong in their strategy. More of their comrades joined them as the day dragged on and by that night everyone had recovered and was debating heatedly with each other about the outcome of their final spar. Heather kept quiet about their master's more unnatural talents.

That night they were treated to the grandest feast that Hiccup had prepared for them yet, with delicacies from far beyond the archipelago. Fruit, a rarity in Berk, let alone anywhere else that far north, was present in abundance. For many of the vikings, it was the first time they had a chance to taste such dishes. Foreign spices, wild creatures from faraway lands, fish that roamed seas in distant places. Hiccup thought it was the least he could do for beating them senseless, and Toothless enjoyed their first extended flight in many months. Although he could fly on his own, he greatly preferred to fly with his rider. Flying alone just wasn't the same after the bonding. Hiccup retired from the feast early that night, telling his students to come to the ring tomorrow afternoon.

At high noon the following day, all the academy students limped towards the training ring. Those that were unable to walk were dragged and carried by those that could. Fish, in particular, was quite out of it. He arguably had the worst of Hiccup's attacks, he had a raging headache that had not subsided and his jaw felt out of place in his own body. Hiccup was standing in front of the academy hall and the training ring with a smirk on his face, Toothless was lazing behind him.

They had learned during the course of their training that Hiccup rarely smiled, and when he did, nothing good ever came of it. Before they could say anything, Toothless reared his head into the air and bellowed a mighty roar that echoed over Berk and shook the ground the students stood on. Their hands instantly shot to their ears to blot out of the sound. Hiccup didn't move but his smirk grew the slightest bit deeper. Both Hiccup and the students waited for what would come next, albeit for different reasons.

A full minute of silence passed. The dragon academy students waiting for whatever their master deemed of them and Hiccup waiting for the arrival of his guests. Another minute passed and then Hiccup's sensitive hearing picked up the sound of beating wings off in the distance. Hiccup smiled, genuinely, and said, "You didn't think you'd go through dragon training and not meet some dragons, did you?"

A moment later a flight of dragons descended on Berk, aiming towards the dragon academy. Roars and squawks filled the air and the villagers of Berk scrambled for their weapons to defend their home. The dragons landed gracefully on the grounds surrounding the academy and circled their audience. Hiccup had been busy tracking down the dragons that had once lived on the island of the nest, convincing them to come back to Berk and work with his students. He had convinced them that it would lead to lasting peace between both their species and that if there wasn't a human they liked, they were always free to leave. Loud inhales of breath and quick darts of tongues filled the air as the dragons observed their possible partners. Some focused on one particular human fairly quickly, while others simply flew off after a quick glance. Hiccup hoped enough would stay and all his students would find a dragon of their own.

Five minutes passed as the two groups, students and dragons, mingled. The first two to pair was Cami and a dark purple Changewing. The Bog Burglar heir held out her trembling hand and closed her eyes, waiting, hoping, that the Changewing would complete the gesture. After a few quick seconds of eyeing the young woman the Changewing accepted her offer and placed its snout into the palm of her hand, nuzzling her slightly. A small nervous chuckle left her lips as she scratched under its chin, looking for its soft spots. Seeing her success, the other students were emboldened to find their own dragons.

For the next hour pairs of riders and dragons were formed until only one of his students remained. Astrid. Those dragons who hadn't found a rider began to take flight and return to their new nests. Astrid acted composed but Hiccup saw her growing shame at being the only one of his students to not find a dragon of their own. Hiccup had been surprised that so many had formed pairs in the first place, he had expected only a few to succeed but was pleasantly surprised to find all his students find a dragon of their own.

Hiccup started to cross through the group of humans and dragons to comfort Astrid, when he felt the air buzz to life with energy. It made his skin crawl and his hair stand on end. It was not an unpleasant sensation, but a rare one, one he had not experienced in nearly a decade, one that he would never experience again.

On the far side of the gathering of dragons, a lone dragon stood. She was watching a two-legs with such intensity that the others of her kind shied away from both her and her target. The two-legs in question was young, a mighty female like herself, beautiful and deadly beyond compare. She couldn't take her eyes off her. Her very being made the dragons scales itch and her spikes quiver. She felt the annoying magical energies within her, that she could never tap into, swirl and pulse to life the longer she stared at the two-legs. She had to do something. Anything. She had to know why this two-legs inspired such restlessness in her.

The dragon slowly stalked forward, her brethren parting before her so she could make her way to her prey unobstructed. The two-legs-bonded-dark-one stood in front of the young woman, he had a look of surprise plastered on his face as he beheld both her and the woman. Why was that? The woman noticed the other two-legs reaction and turned around to face the dragon. Both of them were transfixed the moment their eyes met. Something deep, something ancient, stirred in the dragon that she did not think could even exist. This two-legs was... special, special beyond anything she had ever known. Just standing near her, just looking at her, inspired such strength in the dragon that she couldn't take it anymore.

The group of two-legs and her own kind stopped in their greetings and watched her with interest, she cared little for their gazes. Her gait brought her closer and closer to the two-legs until they could both feel each other's breath on their skins. The two-legs brought up her hand, shaking violently, and held it in the air. The dragon noticed her own body quivering, not in fear, but in excitement. She could tell it was the same for the two-legs. They locked eyes again, losing each other in pools of sapphire and amber. For several minutes they stood their, not moving, not thinking, not feeling, just being.

Breaking out of the trance, the dragon placed her snout on the palm of the two-legs hand. A cold electricity flowed between the two, but not unpleasant. It sparked their nerves to life and their bodies quaked with the sensation. Their vision felt cloudy, like they had been living their lives in a fog or smoke, unable to see the world with clarity. The electricity purged the smoke from their eyes and the world came to life in all its vividness. Their own bodies felt heavy, like they weren't using them properly their entire lives. The electricity purged the fatigue from their physical form and they felt stronger and had more energy than they had their entire lives. Their minds felt constricted, like there was always a missing part that they could never quite reach. The electricity purged their mind's bindings, allowing them to truly think, truly feel, for the first time in their lives. It was as if they were not truly living before they met each other.

Hiccup had a maniacal grin plastered on his face. Never in his wildest dreams did he imagine he would witness the birth of another rider. A true rider, a rider like himself. A second human rider. A second viking rider. A second rider from Berk. What were the odds? If Hiccup believed in a god he would have sworn he was bearing witness to divine providence in action.

Astrid Hofferson was the bonded rider of Stormfly.

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

I know I said this chapter would be out Thursday but it ended up taking an extra day. I had originally planned for this chapter to detail what happens after Astrid's bonding but I looked at the word count and saw I was already over 12k so I decided to split it up into two chapters.

Good news and bad news. Good news, next chapter will be the biggest yet (aiming for 20-30k words!), you'll get to see how Astrid and Stormfly's bonding goes, we learn more about magic, the various realms, and the Order of Dragon Knights, Hiccup's true nature is revealed, we see the beginnings of the major plot show up, and Hiccup leaves Berk. Bad news, I don't know when the chapter will be completed. Finals are coming up soon and I'll be writing little, if at all, during this time. I can't promise anything, but the earliest chapter six will come out would be next weekend (a week from now).

Tentatively, chapter seven will take place off of Midgard. The first place we'll be seeing is Nidavellir, the home of the dwarves. I think you guys will really like what I've done with the realms and races and that each will feel unique and important in their own way.

How was this chapter? I was a little worried that it would be boring because of the training, which I couldn't go into too much specifics with for conciseness. I hope it painted a picture of hardship but progression.

**A special thank you to all my signed reviewers! **I try to answer most reviews if they have questions, so anonymous users, make an account! It's worth it!

As usual, thanks for reading, hope you enjoy!

- Musica


	6. The Battle of Berk

Everyone, men and dragons, stood to watch as Astrid and Stormfly bonded. No one knew what was happening, only that is was important, an event that occurred once in an age. They felt it in their bones, that they should bear witness to what happens next. They could feel the air burn with the fire of fate. No one knew what was happening, except for Hiccup.

The feeling Astrid was experiencing right now was burned into his memory, his being, his very soul. It was the moment everything had changed for him. It would be the moment everything changed for Astrid, too, whether she wanted it to or not. She, like him, would be elevated to a station few humans could ever attain. Berk would not understand. Vikings would not understand. Humans would not understand. They couldn't. The elevation, to experience being both a being of the mundane and the arcane, it was a feeling that only a rider could know.

Astrid and Stormfly made no motion to move. Hiccup knew that the magic of the bond was rewriting their entire being, and when it was finished, they would be exhausted beyond measure. "Alright everyone, go spend some time with your dragon. Astrid, if you could stay with me for a moment…" Hiccup said, dismissing his students. They grumbled but did as he ordered. As interested as they were in Astrid and her dragon, they were infinitely more interested in their own.

Hiccup called Toothless, who quickly arrived at the the academy grounds from a nearby island where he was hunting giant cave bears, which he found to be quite delicious. Both of them waited patiently, the minutes dragging on, as Astrid and Stormfly's eyes remained locked. Hiccup was growing concerned, he didn't remember his bonding taking so long. No sooner had he thought it did Astrid break away and collapse to the ground, shaking and gasping for breath. Hiccup was by her side instantly. "H-Hiccup… w-what's happening..?" she asked, weakly.

"Everything is going to be fine, I promise. Just sleep, when you wake up I'll explain everything," he replied in the most comforting voice he could muster. Astrid nodded, unable to deny her exhaustion, and succumbed to sleep. Stormfly was in much the same condition, she was panicking at her sudden fatigue and was trying to fly to safety with little success. Hiccup reached for his magic and commanded the dragon to sleep before she hurt herself.

"Toothless, can you watch over Stormfly for me?" Hiccup asked his dragon. Toothless curled up around Stormfly protectively and mentally nodded. "Thanks, bud," Hiccup replied, before scooping Astrid up into his arms and running off to Gothi's hut. He needed a place where he could watch over her, and in case the magic went awry, a place where he could cast magic without fear of discovery. Not that the bonding usually did, but there were rare cases. Hiccup thought back to many of the horror stories some of the older riders told him about the unfortunate bondings. He wouldn't let something like that happen to Astrid.

The sun was just beginning to set as Hiccup opened the door to Gothi's hut and walked in. He made no effort to knock or announce himself. During the months he had been training his students, Hiccup and Gothi had developed a sort of friendship. Hiccup could relax, and be himself more in the old woman's presence. He didn't have to hide his magical nature nor his disdain for Berk's poor intelligence. Although Gothi was a viking, she had a fierce intelligence that seemed to accompany all spellcasters and Hiccup found that he enjoyed her company. Likewise, Gothi enjoyed the young rider's company. It had been many, many decades since she had met a mind as intelligent as Hiccup's and many more since she conversed with someone skilled in the arcane. Not since her mother died and passed the title of Gothi on to her.

Gothi was sitting over a small cauldron, stirring the putrid green liquid that was boiling within. She had a look of surprise on her face as she beheld Hiccup carrying the slumbering Astrid into her abode. "Hiccup…" the old woman rattled, "I didn't take you for the eloping kind."

Hiccup had grown used to the old woman's constant banter and teasing. "I'm not," he said seriously, "she has a… magic sickness, it will pass soon, a day at the most, perhaps. I need a place where I can watch over her, a place where I can use magic."

Gothi grew serious at his words, a magical sickness was a grave injury. She hobbled over to an unused bed that her patients would rest in and drew back the furs for Hiccup to place Astrid under. After she was tucked in, Gothi fetched additional furs from other beds to keep her plenty warm. Hiccup added more logs to the small fire Gothi kept roaring in her hut.

"What sort of sickness ails her?" Gothi asked, bringing out a pot of tea to boil over the fire.

Hiccup pondered his words carefully, debating whether to tell her the truth or craft a lie. He decided on the former. "... There is a rare magic that dragons possess. If they can find a human similar in nature to themselves, they can bond with them. In the bond, they share their magic with the human, giving them access to magic. The sickness she suffers from is the after effects of such a bond. She will be fine, all she needs is rest," Hiccup explained.

Gothi nodded and hummed to herself, deep in thought, as she returned to stirring her cauldron. Hiccup cast out his mind around Astrid, trying to gauge her health without violating her privacy. He could feel the whirl of magic within her, changing her. It would be some time before she awakened, at least not before morn. Hiccup noticed Gothi doing the same thing but said nothing. Eventually the tea was ready and Gothi poured a goblet for herself and Hiccup, they both sipped on their drink in companionable silence, passing the night away.

Hiccup and Gothi remained awake through the night, watching over Astrid, making sure the magic did not go astray. Gothi knew there was more to what Hiccup had explained to her but trusted his judgement, sensing that it was not for her to know. Instead she focused on making a potion for Astrid that would give her energy and calm her mind. It was a potion that her mother had more her as a girl, its purpose was to ease the burden of magic in those unskilled in handling it. Hiccup paced Gothi's hut, planning on how he could possibly explain to Astrid what had never been explained to him. What he had learned on his own over the past ten years. She wouldn't believe him. Hel, he probably wouldn't believe himself if he met a fifteen year old version of him.

Half way through the night Hiccup remembered that he told no one to inform Astrid's family where she was so he sprinted into town to find the beginnings of a search party forming. Assuring them that Astrid was fine, and that she was spending the night at Gothi's with a case of exhaustion, the vikings dispersed back to their homes. Bjorn and Ingrid demanded to see their daughter so Hiccup led them back to Gothi's hut. The old woman played along and said she was simply suffering from exhaustion and that she and Hiccup would watch over. Satisfied that their only daughter was safe, the Hoffersons retired to their lodge.

Hiccup sunk into a chair and sipped on a goblet of tea as the night wore on. Eventually his weariness caught up with him and he drifted off into his dreamscape. Gothi smirked and fetched a large bear fur for Hiccup, draping it over him protectively. The old woman sat back down in her own chair and observed the fire, sipping from her own goblet of tea, until the sun's rays peaked over the ocean in the morn. "Young ones these days had so little energy…" she thought to herself.

* * *

><p>Astrid was hot. Hotter than she could ever remember being in her life. Hotter than the summer when she was a kid where they cooked eggs on the rocks near the harbor. It felt as if her skin had burned off and she was being cooked inside out. She could feel her damp clothes sticking to her skin, laden with sweat. Her entire body ached like she had been stomped on by a dragon, she couldn't remember being this sore. Ever. Not even during Hiccup's training. Her mind felt groggy, like she had drank several tankards of mead too many.<p>

She struggled to open her eyelids, her body rebelling against her commands. She felt a small pair of cold hands on her face, prying open her eyes for her. They burned with pain as they beheld the light of day. The hands danced down to her throat, feeling for life. "Hiccup!" a woman's voice shouted. Hiccup? Right, Hiccup. Dragon training. Dragons. Her dragon. She felt energy return to her as she snapped her eyes open, surprising the hands from earlier. She felt her heart thunder and her head ache as she beheld the room she was in, noting the panicked form of Gothi and the sleepy form of Hiccup standing over her.

"How are you feeling, girl?" Gothi asked as she reached for a vial of red liquid, "Here, drink this. It'll make you feel better," she added, holding up Astrid's head so she could drink comfortably.

Astrid drank the liquid without complaint and pondered her question. How did she feel? Terrible, obviously, but… it wasn't a bad terrible. It felt right, it felt good, like she was supposed to feel this way, for some reason. "I feel… different?" she half said, half asked.

Gothi turned to Hiccup who just nodded. "That's to be expected," he said simply.

"What was to be expected?" Astrid thought to herself. As is reading her mind, Hiccup spoke again, "If you feel up to it, I could try to explain what happened… answer some of your questions," he said. Astrid nodded feebly. She felt tired but she yearned for answers more than rest at the moment.

Gothi moved Astrid into a sitting position, her back resting against a thick pillow of seagull feathers. Hiccup glanced quickly between Astrid and Gothi, and the old woman picked up on the silent cue. She wasn't wanted for this discussion. Gothi wasn't offended, spellcasters closely guarded the secrets of their art and she was lucky that Hiccup had been willing to share even the most basic details of what happened with her. She grabbed her walking stick and decided to visit the crags near the harbor. They had an excellent view of the sunrise this time of morn.

Hiccup and Astrid sat in silence in the wake of Gothi's absence. Hiccup struggled to find the words to say and Astrid waited for him patiently. "There is… a rare occurrence, that happens by chance sometimes, when a dragon and human meet. The human and dragon must have the same nature, and if they do, a bond is formed. It isn't like a bond you saw the others make, it is a bond like me and Toothless share," Hiccup began. Astrid nodded as she took in this new information.

"You got that feeling, right? That me and Toothless are different, that we're more than what we appear to be?" Hiccup asked Astrid. She nodded again in reply. She and the other students noticed that Hiccup and his dragon were incredibly close, it seemed as if they were watching two human friends converse sometimes as they beheld the two interact with each other.

"Well, we are. And so are you and your dragon. The kind of bond we both share with our dragons is incredibly rare, I was the first human to bond with a dragon in many centuries. For two riders to be born so close to each other is unheard of, an astronomically small chance of occurring," Hiccup explained. Astrid had a confused look on her face, as if to question why Hiccup was telling her this.

"... What I'm trying to say is, Astrid, you're going to be different now. You feel it, don't you? It's like you just woke up from a long nap, and now you're ready to take on the world. The magic of the bond has changed you, made you more than what you were," Hiccup said, praying Astrid took to the knowledge of her new existence well.

"Magic…?" Astrid let the word roll off her tongue, "You're not serious Hiccup-" Hiccup raised his hand and cut her off, gesturing for her to be silent.

"Better than tell you, I'll show you," Hiccup replied, raising his index finger. "_Fire_," he commanded. A single emerald flame burst to life, sprouting from his finger. It roared for a few seconds, enthralling Astrid, preventing her from speaking, before it flickered out. Both of them sat in silence as Astrid stared wide eyed at Hiccup.

After ten minutes of silence Astrid finally found her tongue, "Does… does this mean, I-I'll be like you? That I'll be able to do… that?" she questioned with a crack in her voice.

"With time, and training, yes," Hiccup said, "dragons are creatures of magic by nature. When you bond with one, that nature extends to you as well. There are many changes you'll notice in the coming weeks."

"Changes? Like what?" Astrid asked with a hint of fear in her voice.

Hiccup's voice caught in his throat. This would be the real test. "You'll be able to talk with your dragon, in your mind, it sounds odd but it will feel natural. It's how Toothless always knows what to do without me saying anything aloud to him," he explained. Astrid just nodded, that didn't sound totally unpleasant. She knew dragons were intelligent enough for speech, Toothless was proof of that even without Hiccup's lessons.

"... You'll live a long life," Hiccup's voice wavered and cracked, lacking the power that Astrid had associated with it. A long life? What did that mean? "You must understand, Astrid, that although you don't feel different at the moment, you will look back at your life before now and wonder how you called it living. When a mortal and a dragon bond, the magic extends the lifespan of the shortest lived, extending it to match that of the longest lived. Typically, this is the dragon's lifespan. You got lucky in that regard, Nadders can easily live for a thousand years or more," Hiccup said weakly.

"W-what…?" Astrid uttered in disbelief. She would outlive her family? Outlive her friends? Outlive Berk itself? She would have to watch as everyone she loved succumbed to the slow decay of time as she lingered on?

"Astrid, listen to me, you must protect your dragon with your life. You will find that life is not worth living, especially your long life, when you feel as if half of you has already died. Few riders have survived after their dragons perished. You go mad with grief and pain, many die outright from it. Those who don't take their life," Hiccup warned sternly, drawing her out of dark reverie.

Astrid stared at Hiccup, her eyes vacant, as she was lost deep in thought, trying to understand her new lot in life. An hour passed and Hiccup feared Astrid was taking the news rather badly. "... How do you know all of this?" Astrid asked in a whisper.

Her voice was quiet and subdued, but it lacked the sadness or anger that Hiccup thought it would have. Hiccup had grown used to Astrid's fiery personality, he quite preferred it to how she was acting now. It was odd, it wasn't Astrid. "There is an order for riders, true riders, like us, that I joined a few years after I left Berk. It's called the Order of Dragon Knights, and I learned most of what I know from them," Hiccup explained, his voice containing a hint of excitement.

"What does this 'order' do, exactly?" Astrid questioned.

"It's a home for bonded riders, mainly. Members travel the realms looking for other riders and acting as healers, teachers, and peacekeepers. They teach you how to use your powers to the fullest, answer your questions, help you understand your new existence. Riders are unique, no other people are like us, no one can truly understand us, but us" Hiccup answered.

Astrid digested this new information before asking her next question. "Travel the realms? What do you mean by that?"

"The nine realms: Midgard, Asgard, Vanaheim, Alfheim, Nidavellir, Svartalfheim, Jotunheim, Muspelheim, and Niflheim. There are others, but it is not wise to visit them, they are wild and uncharted, teeming with strange creatures and magic," Hiccup half said, half lectured. He had really grown into his role as dragon master at the academy.

"You're telling me… you've been to the realm of the gods?" Astrid said in obvious disbelief.

"Bah! They are no more gods than I am, although to humans they would probably appear so. The Aesir are arrogant, they believe themselves everyones betters. The Vanir are a fractured people, after losing the great war against Asgard half of them worship the Aesir while the other half live in poverty on a dying world. It is ironic, isn't it, that we have based our entire religion around false deities?" Hiccup jested, drawing a small smile on Astrid's lips. That was a good sign, he hoped.

There was another small pause in their conversation and Hiccup figured it would be as good a time as ever to pop the question. "You know… there's always a place for you in the Order. I've been being pressured to take on an apprentice for the last year or so, I could help you, teach you what you need to know," Hiccup offered, "you don't have to decide now of course, just think about it."

Astrid just nodded feebly as she was lost in thought, barely hearing Hiccup's words. It was a lot to take in, that all the myths and legends you ever heard were both the truth and a lie at the same time. That your religion, your culture, was a misunderstanding. Gothi returned and rapped on her door with her staff, announcing her presence to her two guests.

"I'll go and see how the others are faring, get some rest. We can talk later," Hiccup said, excusing himself. Gothi hobbled over to check on Astrid but didn't bother her, the girl obviously had a lot on her mind.

* * *

><p>Hiccup's first stop was the academy grounds. He needed to check on Stormfly and talk with Toothless about their next move. A second rider, especially if she was to be his apprentice, would complicate things greatly. What he found caused his musical laughter to echo across Berk. Stormfly had recovered before Astrid and was putting up quite a struggle. Toothless was currently laying on top of her, pinning her to the ground with his superior weight.<p>

"I'm glad you find my situation comical," Toothless deadpanned, his voice dripping with sarcasm, "she's been raging since she woke up three hours ago, trying to find her two-legs. You're lucky I didn't just let her tear down that wood-nest."

Hiccup held his stomach with one hand and braced the other on his knee to prevent from keeling over. "S-sorry, bud," he managed to get out in between giggles, "how did she take it?"

"Better than the two-legs did, it seems," Toothless quipped.

"And you explained everything to her, right?" Hiccup clarified.

"Of course! She's a dragon, she understands the nature of the bond better than you two-legs, hence why she's putting up such a fight," Hiccup said as he shifted into a more comfortable position.

Hiccup ignored Toothless' mood, he had learned long ago that his dragon despised doing anything unless it was fun, and he wouldn't have it any other way. Reaching out with his mind, he tried to calm Stormfly down, "Stormfly, you must stop struggling. Astrid is safe, and so are you, neither of you are in danger. We're only keeping you separated until Astrid has recovered, then you can see her."

Stormfly felt the truth of his words through Hiccup's mindscape and ceased in her struggle as her panic receded. Toothless sighed in relief, an awkward sound coming from a dragon, and lifted his body, releasing Stormfly. The Nadder snapped her jaws in displeasure, "When will she be well enough for me to see her?" she asked Hiccup and Toothless, speaking aloud in the dragon tongue.

"She should be well enough in a few hours, but I imagine she has a lot to think about. I explained the nature of the bond to her, it's a lot for a human to take in," Hiccup explained to the annoyed Stormfly. She squawked in annoyance but accepted her situation, her two-legs would come to her when she was ready.

Trusting that Stormfly wouldn't go on a rampage without being restrained, Hiccup set off to find his students. He silently asked, in the safety of their minds, for Toothless to watch Stormfly from afar. As he wandered through Berk, he noticed the villagers giving him concerned looks. That couldn't be good. He found his students five minutes later, near the crags farthest away from the harbor. They were practicing flying with their dragons, some with more success than others. Cami was darting through the air in lazy circles with her Changewing, while Fish was struggling to stay off the ground on his Gronkle.

Magnus and Vigr were urging their Zippleback to fly out off the crags and over the sea, the two boys from the Peaceable Country grew to be good friends during dragon training, both being taught by Hoggvandi how to wield the axe. "Woah, let's take things one step at a time," Hiccup said as he half jogged over to his students.

Men and dragons took heed to Hiccup's words and landed on the ground. "Although dragon training is over, that doesn't mean you can fly off just yet. Your dragons are not accustomed to carrying passengers, it will take some time for them to build the strength and endurance to fly for long periods of time with you on their backs," he explained. Many students frowned at his words, they finally had their own dragons, they wanted to fly.

"But," Hiccup said, sensing their mood, "we can play some games to help the process move along. A sport really, its a called dragon racing, I learned it during my travels. Riders fly on a track and try to carry an animal one lap around the track before depositing in their basket. Each score is worth one point, the one with the most points at the end wins. Sound fun?" Hiccup knew they would jump at the chance to compete with each other. If anything, dragon training had only served to strengthen their natural viking competitiveness.

Fierce grins all around as the students got into the spirit of the game. Hiccup nodded and led them back to the academy grounds near the outskirts of Berk where they spent the next hour constructing goals and baskets. Hiccup talked to a local sheep farmer and purchases ten heads. He uttered a small spell under his breath on one of the sheeps, coloring the clouds of its fur black.

Many villagers of Berk took leave of their duties to observe what the dragon riders were doing. Their activities had become a source of entertainment for the small village during the months of training they endured. It also earned them the respect of the Berkians, they had beared witness to the harshness of their training. After setting up the equipment for the dragon race, Hiccup spent the next fifteen minutes explaining the basics of flight to his students. Toothless gave a quick explanation to the dragons of what they were doing while he and Stormfly watched from the crags overlooking the training ring. The dragons were as equally excited as their riders, it seemed the two species had competitiveness in common.

The track for the race was short, it only stretched from the academy grounds to the outskirts of Berk, near a watch tower, and then back. Hiccup would judge the match and toss sheep into the air. The riders would fight over the sheep and try to catch it before flying it one lap. If another rider stole the sheep, it was fair game. White sheep were worth one point. Black sheep, ten points. After several laps, whoever had the most points was the victor. The students and dragons took to the game well, some more than others. Fish and his Gronkle could barely finish one lap, whilst others were able to fly the whole game. Just something they would have to work on.

The games continued on late into the evening, the pairs who could fly kept racing and those who didn't practiced flight with Hiccup's watchful eye. In the end, Cami ended up winning first place in the race. Hiccup lectured on ways they could increase the strength of their dragons, feeding them high protein meats like poultry, daily flying, adding weights to increase their muscle mass. He also instructed them to meet him at the smithy the following morn to begin working on making saddles. Riding a dragon bareback was not a comfortable experience.

After finishing his lecture, Hiccup dismissed the dragon riders to the great hall. Supplying them with the diet they needed to break their viking figure was no easy task, but Toothless was the mightiest predator on Midgard. Nightly hunting with Hiccup provided all the food for his students nightly feasts and then some, which the duo gave to the rest of Berk. Hiccup shared some of the finer secrets of farming with Bjorn, Astrid's father, to grow more edible vegetables. It took many long days of tilling and replanting, most of which was done by his students, but they had improved the size of the farm and the quality of goods it produced significantly. The end result was more food for the village and more wealth for the Hoffersons.

Hiccup and Toothless stared up at the stars. Hiccup was carving up a tomato for his supper and Toothless was wrapped around his rider protectively. It was a long day, he could only hope Astrid made the right choice.

* * *

><p>Astrid hadn't slept since that morning when she woke up. Hiccup's words echoed again and again through her mind. It all seemed so unreal, but she had seen proof of his words. She, along with the rest of the students, were beginning to wonder if Hiccup was something more than a man during training, and their spar with him during their graduation only solidified their fear and respect of him. But magic? But gods? It was all a little too much for her.<p>

Astrid sighed deeply for the countless time, drawing Gothi's attention. "What troubles you, lass?" the old woman rattled out. The village elder had spent the majority of her day watching over Astrid, monitoring her condition, preparing tea for the both of them, but she never talked. She intended to give Astrid time to sort her thoughts and emotions, but it would seem she was having trouble.

It took several minutes for Astrid to respond. "I… don't know," she said, truthfully, "I've always known who I was, who I was meant to be, what I had to do… and now I don't know anymore."

Gothi pondered her answer for some time before she found the words. She hobbled over to Astrid, who hadn't moved from the bed, with her staff in hand. She smirked with a toothless grin and tapped her staff twice on the ground, "_Fire,_" she commanded, her voice was foreign to Astrid, possessing an authority in it that she didn't think the elder had. The word she spoke was familiar to her, but its meaning was lost. An old dialect of Norse long forgotten, maybe.

A single flame of silver sprouted from the top of Gothi's staff. It was a weak flame, but it danced to and fro for a short time before extinguishing itself. Gothi's breathing grew ragged, and her old limbs quivered from exertion. "Even when I was young, I could barely do more than what I can do now," she explained, drawing in gasps of air, "Hiccup is much stronger in magic than I am. Perhaps that is his talent, but I think a large part of the bond he shares with Toothless."

"He is offering you the choice he never had, lass. He had no one to teach him, no one to rely on. He's trying to help you, give him a chance. If you find that the world he lives in is too strange, you always have a home to return to. If all else fails, you can be the next Gothi, you'll live long enough," Gothi said.

"How did you…?" Astrid began to say.

"This is my hut lass! I know everything that goes on in here," Gothi cackled.

Astrid contemplated the old woman's words as Gothi sipped on some herbal tea she had just took off the fire. The moon was high in the sky and darkness reigned over Berk. Her body ached from sitting for so long in one position so Astrid decided to take a walk and get some fresh air, clear her mind, and try to come to a decision. Hiccup's words were ringing true in her mind, she did feel different, it was barely noticeable, like an itch in the back of her mind that she never noticed was there before. But now that she knew of it, she couldn't scratch the itch, and it was driving her mad.

Astrid stood and wrapped one of the furs around her shoulders before saying her partings to Gothi. She felt well enough to return to her own home now, there wasn't a reason for Gothi to watch over her anymore. She wandered aimlessly through the village of Berk, lost in thought. Eventually she made her way to the academy grounds, and then the forests beyond. Astrid had thought of climbing the mountain but decided against it, instead opting to visit the crags near the base of the mountain that looked over the bay of Berk and the two giant stone warriors who guarded it, their ever lit bonfires acting as torches in the night.

She stood there for some time, watching the waves crash against the shore far below. The wind whipped against her skin and howled in the valleys and knolls behind her, causing the trees to dance. The moon began its long descent and Astrid heard beat of wings from behind her. The sound would have normally alarmed her, twenty-five years of fighting for survival had honed her instincts to react to dragons but Hiccup's training had disarmed her of that in only a short few months.

Stormfly gracefully landed on on her feet, some yards behind her two-legs. The dragoness had been debating with herself for the better part of the night whether to approach her two-legs after she had watched her leave the old-one's-wood-nest. She could sense the magical nature of the old one, and felt her riders respect for her. Eventually she could restrain herself no more and went to her rider's side.

Astrid turned her head slightly to see her dragon approaching her, slowly. She was a beautiful dragon, Astrid thought solemnly. She turned her head back to gaze at the ocean once again. Stormfly came up to stand next to her, cocking her head and looking Astrid with one eye. "I guess we're stuck with each other, aren't we…" Astrid said quietly.

Stormfly could only coo in response, neither dragon nor rider could speak in their minds as Hiccup and Toothless did. Feeling the itch in the back of their minds increase in annoyance, both tried to scratch it to no avail. They assumed it had to do with the bonding. Astrid sighed deeply and Stormfly let out a small purr. That was when she made her decision. "If this is our destiny, then so be it. We'll be the strongest of the riders, better than even Hiccup," Astrid said, placing a hand on Stormfly's neck and giving her a small scratch.

Stormfly nuzzled into her rider's affections. "How does that sound, girl?" she asked. The dragon squawked in agreement. Astrid, her mind at ease, began the long walk back to Berk. Her parents were probably worried over her and she suddenly felt tired again. She would need all the rest she could get if she was to be Hiccup's apprentice. Stormfly followed her rider and slept on the ground outside the Hofferson lodge.

* * *

><p>Hiccup was woken up at an ungodly hour by both his students and their dragons as they clamored for him to show them how to make saddles. Though they had ridden bareback yesterday it became painfully obvious that extended trips would be very painful without a proper saddle. He was surprised, however, to find Astrid and Stormfly present among those demanding for him to rise.<p>

Hiccup stumbled out of Toothless' wings and led the group to the smithy near the crags overlooking the harbor. He could hear the clang of metal as a hammer struck iron, and he knew that Gobber was already up and hard at work. He had arranged for Gobber to begin learning leatherworking shortly after dragon training had started. With the war against the dragons over, the demand for weapons was in a shortage. If everything went according to plan, however, dragon saddles would be in high demand. In order to keep the old smith in business he had to adapt the changing market.

The art of crafting dragon saddles is a complicated one, one that even Hiccup hadn't fully mastered. They needed to be durable, yet flexible, and came in all shapes and sizes. Each one had to be custom crafted and tailored to fit the dragon and rider. The finest crafters in the Order were held in high regard, their saddles were of the finest craftsmanship using rare materials that were enchanted with magic known only by members of their trade. The difference between life and death in aerial battles were often decided by the quality of the saddle. Hiccup thought back to his own saddle, which had been crafted by his master in the Order, using a combination of drake leather, Toothless' scales, and thread woven from starlight. It had saved his life many times.

Gobber took to it well, but like any trade, would take him many years of practice to become adept in. For the purpose of the viking riders, however, Hiccup and Gobber's combined expertise would make do. The most complicated part of the process was measuring each viking and dragon, and then crafting each saddle with enough room to shrink and grow as needed. The students helped in curing hides and some of the more mundane work while Hiccup and Gobber handled the more delicate processes.

The work was hard, both physically and mentally, and by high noon Hiccup deemed that they take a break. Approximately half the riders had fully functioning saddles and were dying to test them out, but Hiccup convinced them to wait until after they had rested and had something to eat. It was during their lunch in the great hall that Astrid decided to tell Hiccup her decision.

Hiccup was nibbling on a carrot, sitting by himself in a corner of the great hall. His students had learned that Hiccup would eat with them if he wanted to, and if he didn't, it was best to leave him alone. Astrid padded over to his table with her own plate of food and sat down. The riders figured something was amiss, as no one would willingly chance their master's wrath without good cause, but made no move to eavesdrop. They could investigate later.

Hiccup continued to eat as Astrid played with her food, trying to find a way to put into words what she had decided the previous night. "Your training will start tonight," Hiccup said suddenly, when Astrid didn't speak, "come to Gothi's hut after your duties for the day are finished." Astrid smiled at Hiccup, he always had a talent for picking up on what people wanted to say or do. She had learned a lot about Hiccup during the months of dragon training. He was polite and reserved, indifferent and aloof, but well spoken and had a keen instinct into the hearts and minds of others. He possessed a fierce intelligent that none of the riders could match and he wasn't afraid to use it to achieve his goals. He had a confidence in himself that inspired it in others, a rare gift. Although he appeared cold to them at first, the academy students, including Astrid, had grown to accept their master's ways and find a friend in him.

Astrid returned to her lunch with gusto and Hiccup excused himself to return to the smithy. Outside of the great hall the dragons feasted on an assortment of fish that had been hauled in that morning. Dragon training had taken the village of Berk through winter and into spring, and the fishing business had boomed with the new demand that came with the dragons. Many of the fisherman families, including the Thorstons, had became quite wealthy in a short amount of time. Stormfly let out a happy squawk as she felt her riders pleasure course through her, anticipating their training that evening.

Hiccup returned to the smithy, and with Gobber's help, finished the entire group of rider's saddles. Hiccup and Gobber had rekindled their oldfriendship. Gobber was an invaluable part of dragon training, helping with the construction of the great hall, forging and repairing the training weapons, crafting various odd things that Hiccup requested. Hiccup also spent a lot of time in the forge, showing Gobber new ideas that the vikings hadn't thought of yet. From the construction of dragon saddles, the finer details of metallurgy, such as the refinement of ore for purity, the methods for forging steel, and the ways of creating Gronkle steel, to the science of architecture and construction. He imparted all his knowledge and the old smith absorbed it the best he could.

It was a necessary measure. Hiccup had planned to leave Berk immediately after dragon training was over and return to Alfheim so the knowledge would aid Fish and Snot's chieftainship training greatly, which had begun the day that dragon training officially ended several days ago. Fish and Snot had developed an odd, but strong, friendship during dragon training. Fish learned a lot from Snot's fighting expertise and Fish helped Snot learn his runes and numbers, as well as assisting him in the more scholarly aspects of their chieftainship training.

Astrid and Stormfly's bonding had destroyed those plans. Hiccup now had to stay on Berk long enough to teach her the art of flying, combat, and magic so that she could survive in the realms. It was dangerous for humans to leave Midgard and he wouldn't let her become prey for some barbaric frost giant.

When the riders had finished eating they returned to the smithy to find all of their saddles finished and ready for use. Hiccup showed them the correct way to secure the saddle to their dragons, making it both safe for the rider and comfortable for the dragon. They then spent the next several hours going over the basics of flight and then played a few short games of dragon racing. Cami won the first round, her experience giving her the advantage, before Astrid won the next, and Heather winning the third on the back of her Timberjack. Hiccup called the games off and dismissed his students, heading to Gothi's hut. The riders went about their daily duties before training on their own into the evening.

Night eventually fell and Astrid began to make her way up the winding path that led to the windswept hut that elder Gothi called home. Stormfly followed behind her, leaping into the air and gliding forward on her wings, bypassing most of the path. The two had spent most of the day together, flying, revelling in the others company. As they neared the hut, Astrid's eyes played tricks on her as a shadow moved around the hut. Astrid blinked, ignoring the deceit her eyes were performing. Stormfly squawked as Astrid caught sight of a large, green eye staring at them. It was Toothless. His hide blending in perfectly with the night.

Astrid rapped twice on the door of Gothi's hut before the old woman greeted her. Hiccup was inside, seated at a table that had scrolls and books covering its surface, studying one with particular interest. Gothi gestured for Astrid to join them at the table as she fetched a hot pot of tea from the nearby fireplace, pouring goblets for each of them. Astrid had been both dreading and anticipating this moment all day.

"So, where do we begin?" she asked, her voice betraying her nerves.

Hiccup looked up from the scroll he had been studying, with a look that told Astrid he wasn't even aware that she was present. "I assume you want to join the Order, yes?" Hiccup half asked, half said. Astrid nodded.

"Every rider who joins the Order swears an oath, including me, before you become my squire and begin your studies you'll need to swear it as well," Hiccup said.

"Squire?" Astrid questioned.

"It would be an apprentice, in your terms. There are ranks of those who join the order, with squires being the newest riders-in-training. Beyond that, in increasing order of importance, are Knights, Knight-Masters, Knight-Captains, Knight-Commanders, the council of elders who rule our Order, all of whom are Knight-Commanders, and above them all, the head of the Order itself, the Grand Master. I myself am a Knight-Master, and before advancing to the rank of Knight-Captain, must train a squire to knighthood," Hiccup explained.

Astrid nodded again and Hiccup rattled off a long prose, which Astrid then repeated. Hiccup, satisfied that their obligations were settled, explained their situation.

"Gothi will be assisting you in learning magic, we'll both be taking lessons from her-," Hiccup said, before being cut off by Astrid.

"But why? You can already use magic, can't you?" Astrid questioned.

"Yes, I can, but magic is a very complex thing. The magic I use is different from the one Gothi uses. Fundamentally, all magic comes from the same source. The energy we use to power our spells is the same, but the construction of the magic that controls that energy is not. In this case, I use the elvish to command my magic, whereas Gothi used ancient Nordic to command hers," Hiccup explained simply. Astrid remained silent and committed his words to memory.

"It would be twice as difficult to learn magic from me, because I would also be teaching you elvish at the same time. Modern Norse draws much on the old words of ancient Nordic so it should be much easier for you to grasp the power-," Astrid cut Hiccup off again.

"Why do we need words to use magic?" she asked, her excitement getting the better of her. Hiccup was annoyed, but it was a good question, so he answered her.

"Magic is just a word we use to describe the manipulation of arcane energies. Magic itself draws from your thoughts and emotions, shaping the arcane energy to do your will. This is very dangerous, and so we use language to help channel the magic more accurately. For example, if you wanted to light a campfire, you could think, '_Fire_'," at his words, an emerald flame sprouted from Hiccup's fingertip, "and light the tinder in front of you. But, you could also think of the trees around you in that same moment. The magic could be confused, drawing from your thoughts, and set fire to the entire forest."

"Few spellcasters have the necessary amount of arcane energy within them to fuel such a spell, and so in the end, the spell consumes their life to power itself. Many an inexperience spellcaster has died in their hubris in this way. You must understand, that each person can only store a set amount of arcane energy within themselves at any given moment. Think of it as a cup. When you are born, you are born with a cup. While your body may grow, your cup does not. Some are born with no cups at all, like most humans, whilst others are born with only the smallest of goblets, like Gothi," Hiccup explained, nodding to the old woman.

"Others, like the elves, are naturally born with tankards. Even rarer are those born with reserves that can only be described as lakes or seas. The only known way to increase your cup is to bond with a dragon. Dragons, by nature, are creatures of the arcane. When they bond with someone, they share their cup with their rider. This is our current predicament," Hiccup said, "before we can teach you magic, you need to learn to use your cup."

Astrid sat in silence, mulling over Hiccup's explanation of the workings of magic. A thought occurred to her then, something that he neglected to explain, "How are our cups filled, then?" she asked.

Another good question, Hiccup mused. "Think of arcane energy as rain. Where does rain come from? The clouds, of course, but then that begs the question, where are the clouds of arcane energy? In truth, your question has no answer. It is the greatest of mysteries that those who study the arcane seek to solve. All we know is that, over time, arcane energy rains down and slowly fills up our cups," he answered.

"For now," Hiccup said, "you should feel something like an itch in the back of your mind. It should feel odd, like a muscle you've never used before, but familiar, like its always been a part of you. That's your magic. Your first lesson is to tap into it, until you do, it is impossible to teach you magic."

Astrid tried flexing that part of her mind, to no avail, for five long minutes as Hiccup and Gothi stared at her. "Do you have any tips for this?" she asked in annoyance.

"It's difficult to describe, but I can show you," Hiccup said, closing his eyes and reaching out with his mind to encompass Astrid's. He gently knocked on the doors of her mind and Astrid recoiled at the touch.

"What you just felt is the presence of my mind," Hiccup said, "all spellcasters can cast their mind, but true dragon riders excel at it due to our bond. Once you can use your magic, you'll spend equal parts learning words and the art of mental warfare. I'm going to draw you into my mind, and use magic. Memorize the feeling as I do, and try to apply it to your own."

Hiccup reached back out with his mind, gently drawing Astrid's into his own ever so slightly, just enough to feel his presence but not enough to see into his mindscape. "_Fire_," he commanded, as Astrid watched another emerald flame sprout from his fingertips, she felt the rush of arcane energy flow from his mind, bending reality to his will. Hiccup severed the flow of magic after a few moments, and allowed Astrid's mind to return to her body.

"Stormfly," Hiccup said ever so slightly louder, "try to do the same thing as Astrid. Your magic is linked, and the two of you working together should ease the burden slightly."

"Stormfly?" Astrid asked with a quirked eyebrow.

"Your dragons name," Hiccup said simply.

"Oh… sorry, Stormfly," Astrid apologized. She heard a squawk from outside the hut, as if to say it wasn't a big deal. They would have plenty of time to talk once they could reach their magic.

Astrid sighed, closed her eyes, and focused on trying to access her magic again. Outside, Stormfly was doing the same thing with coaching from Toothless. Dragon's minds and magic worked differently than humans, and Toothless had some tips for the young bonded dragon. The two of them wrestled with their psyche for several minutes, before resting and trying again. The process repeated for the next hour. Astrid feld what Hiccup said was his "mind" check on her several times throughout the process, but never anything more.

Astrid was mentally exhausted. Trying to reach her magic topped any of Hiccup's lectures during dragon training, easily. She decided to try one last time before she gave up for the night, though she loathed to give up and disappoint Hiccup. The thought angered her irrationally. She attacked the spot in the back of her mind with renewed vigor, she felt as if she was getting close. Where in the beginning it felt as if she was trying to grasp smoke, it now felt as if she was dragging her fingers through water. Just a little more, and she would have it.

Suddenly, Astrid felt something in the water, like another's hand was trying to reach her from the other side. The feeling alarmed her at first, but she quickly found the presence inviting, comforting, belonging. It was like the other hand's normal place was with her own arm. She reached out, deeper than she had before, and grasped the other hand, who did the same to her. The barrier that had been thwarting her for the past two hours evaporated, leaving Astrid standing on a grassy knoll with rolling hills going on for eternity in all direction. The sky above her was the most perfect sky blue that she could imagine, and sparse dots of white clouds dotted the sky. The sun beat down on her, and she felt that it was comforting.

Looking around, she was surprised to see her dragon on the knoll with her. "... Stormfly?" Astrid asked weakly.

"A-a-str-id," the dragon spoke, though she didn't move her jaws, her voice was shaky, as if the words were foreign and didn't agree with her tongue. Astrid couldn't help but smile at her dragon's voice, it was betrayed her draconic appearance. It was motherly, but older, with more power and wisdom, and surprisingly humanesque.

Astrid was about to talk again but she suddenly found herself back in Gothi's hut, she had a large smile on her face that she didn't remember forming. Hiccup had a small smirk on his own face and Gothi sat with a look that showed she was intrigued by what had just happened, despite not knowing what had transpired. Outside she could hear loud squawks of triumph coming from Stormfly.

"Well done," Hiccup said with a hint of pride in his voice, "it normally takes riders much longer to achieve what you did. You'll learn to maintain your mindscape longer as you get more used to the bond. Now we can begin." He nodded to Gothi.

The old woman stood from her seat and grabbed two small pebbles, placing them in the palms of Hiccup and Astrid's hands. "We'll start with a simple spell," she rattled, "_Pebble, rise_." The small pebble she held in her own hand trembled before rising off the palm of her hand ever so slightly before falling back down. Gothi sucked in deep gasps of air, the spell taking its toll on her. She repeated the ancient words again, not using them to cast magic, teaching Hiccup and Astrid how to say them properly.

Grasping the etymology, Astrid and Hiccup held out their hands and tapped into their magic, and uttered the same words. "_Pebble, rise_," they commanded. Hiccup's pebble shot into the air, hovering a two feet above his palm. Astrid's pebble did nothing, not even moving. She repeated the command again, and again nothing happened. She uttered the third try with more force, fueled by her anger. The pebble trembled slightly before rising a pitiful distance from her palm and dropping back down.

Astrid's face was beet red in anger at her performance compared to Hiccup and it drew a small giggle from her master. His laughter only drew her ire. "Don't worry, you'll get better at it with time. It'll take some practice before you can use the full might of your magic," he explained.

Astrid continued to struggle with lifting her pebble as Hiccup began reading from scrolls again, occasionally uttering a spell from them. Sometimes they worked, sometimes they didn't. Gothi corrected him on his mistakes and he made good headway into learning the human words for controlling magic. It became clear to Astrid that Hiccup wasn't just more experienced in magic than she was, he was obviously talented in it. After she could no longer lift the pebble, Hiccup called an end to their training.

"Next, we'll practice the art of mental combat," Hiccup said, "your goal will be to try to look into my mind and tell me what number I'm thinking of. It is important to learn how to defend your mind, duels between spellcasters are short and violent affairs. If you can break into your opponents mind, or prevent him from breaking into yours, you stand a much better chance at victory." Astrid just accepted her ineptness in magic and focused wholly on her new task.

Hiccup reached out with his mind and drew her forth from her body again. After a few minutes of getting used to the sensation, Astrid had enough control of herself to start the training. She wandered across the table until she felt a presence that was uniquely Hiccup and forged a path towards it. She felt the faintest of pressure as she touched his mind before walking face first into a wall. Surprised at the sudden resistance, Astrid took a step back to evaluate what had just happened.

Towering above and below her in every direction was a massive wall of darkness. She reached out with a hand and touched the surface, which appeared as hard as any stone. Astrid assumed this was Hiccup's defense against her reading his mind. Astrid pounded on the walls with her fists, futile as it seemed. The result was as she expected, nothing. She walked for some time, looking if there was a gate, or a place she could scale the wall. Nothing. Frustrated, Astrid wished she had her battleaxe with her. She was surprised when she noticed that she had the weapon in her hand already when it clearly had not been there earlier.

Smirking, she readied her axe and raised it over her head before bringing it down, hard, against the walls of Hiccup's mind. She felt that the attack had more effect than her previous attempts, but the walls still stood. She attacked with the axe several more times before giving up, obviously an axe could not bring down a castle. An idea occurred to her, then, if she could conjure an axe, why not a siege weapon?

No sooner than she thought it, a catapult materialized out of thin air a hundred yards in the distance. Astrid jogged over to it and found it already had a boulder ready to hurl at the walls of Hiccup's mind, she excitedly reached for the lever and pulled, sending the large boulder hurtling through the air towards the walls of darkness. The boulder smashed against the walls of darkness, sending large chunks of blackness falling towards the ground. In a chain effect, the entire wall began to come down.

Astrid, elated, charge the gap in the walls and began climbing rubble to enter the courtyard beyond. Just as she was about to step over the threshold, a massive gust of wind swept her, the wall of darkness, and her catapult away and into the void. Astrid returned to her own body and looked at Hiccup, who simply nodded in acknowledgement. "Good, an excellent first try," he said, and Astrid realized she was never even close to cracking into his mind. It was a test.

"Next you'll defend against my attack. Try to repel me for as long as you can, we'll go back and forth between offense and defense for today," Hiccup explained.

For the next three hours Astrid tried to best Hiccup in their mental spars, to no avail. If Hiccup had a talent for magic, he was a natural prodigy in mental combat. Seeing that Astrid was now thoroughly exhausted, Hiccup called an end to their training for the night. "Very good, we'll make fast progress I think. For now," he said, pulling together several old scrolls, "study these. They will help you understand the runes and grammar of old Norse. It'll make your magic training easier. Tomorrow you'll lead the other riders in their flight training, have them do dragon racing until they're exhausted. I'll be leaving tonight to fetch some things, I should be back before evening. We'll meet here again and work on magic and mental sparring" Hiccup said.

"Where are you going?" Astrid asked.

Hiccup thought on his answer briefly before deciding to tell her the truth, she was a member of the Order now. It was her right to know. "I'm returning to Alfheim to fetch some things we'll need for your training," he said simply. Astrid had a look of wonder on her face, obviously interested in the realms.

"Can you tell me about the other worlds?" Astrid asked, sheepishly.

Hiccup glanced over at Gothi. The old woman knew a lot of things that she shouldn't, he figured knowing about the realms couldn't hurt. She couldn't travel to them anyways. "What do you want to know?" Hiccup sighed, accepting her request.

"Everything! What's it like? Where have you been? Have you met any of the gods, like Thor?" Astrid asked excitedly.

Hiccup held up his hand, gesturing for her to calm down. "All the realms are unique in their own way, many of which resemble Midgard. I've been to most of the realms at least once, but I spent most of my time on Nidavellir, the home of the dwarves, and Alfheim, the home of the elves," he said.

"The politics of the realms are extremely complicated, it's just one of the many things I'll have to teach you before you can visit them yourself. There are two alliances, one formed by Jotunheim, Svartalfheim, and Muspelheim, which server under Loki's banner. Opposing them are Asgard, Alfheim, and Nidavellir, who fight against Ragnarok. Midgard and Niflheim are neutral realms, whilst Vanaheim is a realm of lawless civil war. When the Vanir lost the great war to the Aesir, their people split into two factions, those who supported the Aesir, and those who did not," Hiccup lectured.

"Those who did went to join the Aesir on Asgard, practically worshipping them, trying to imitate their culture and power. Those who did not stayed on Vanaheim, a ruined world, trying to salvage what had once been their home. They have no form of government, no law, no order. Their shattered people constantly at war with themselves, they are too far gone to participate in the politics of the realms now," Hiccup continued on.

"The Aesir are arrogant, their power has allowed them to be the unchallenged rulers of the realms for many millennia. They think little of the other races, and are only allied with them because they cannot stand alone against the combined might of the jotnar and the dark elves. They think especially little of humans, as you'll no doubt find," Hiccup said with distaste.

"But, for all their power, they are no gods. Though they may not fall to time, but blade, poison, and disease can all slay them. Their magic and supernatural strength and speed would no doubt make them appear as gods, but they are not. You must remember this," Hiccup warned Astrid, who nodded her head.

"The dwarves have minds of metal and jewels, they are poor spellcasters but have unmatched resistance to the arcane. They are skilled craftsman, the finest blacksmiths, leatherworkers, and jewelcrafters all come from the dwarves. Most dwarves choose a craft and devote their lives to mastering it, building monuments that eclipse the sky, forging weapons of peerless quality, or cutting gems of the purest minerals. Their culture is quite like humans," he explained of the short race.

"The elves are free spirits who revel in all things natural, the entirety of Alfheim is covered by thick, ancient forests. They are content to spend their days lazing under the shade of their trees, pursuing whatever fancies them at the time. The elves specialize in the arts of healing, which is why I sought them out when I first left Midgard. Toothless tail was damaged from when I shot him down, the elves helped me grow his tailfin back. It was there that I found and joined the Order," Hiccup explained his favored of the realms.

"The other realms are not the safest to explore, either being aligned with Loki or hostile to any invaders, like Niflheim," he added, looking at Astrid to gauge her reaction. She was listening with rapt attention.

Astrid absorbed the new knowledge happily, it was one of the things that most interested her, even more than magic, since Hiccup had explained the vastness of the world to her. She had a thought in the back of her mind, a theory, and wanted to ask Hiccup a rather personal question, but wasn't sure if she should. Hiccup cleared his throat and made a gesture as if to speak her mind.

"If you don't mind me asking… how did you get your scar?" Astrid asked hesitantly.

Gothi, who had been silent during Hiccup's lecture, cackled in the background and sipped on her tea. "Just show her, lad," she rattled. Show her what? Astrid thought to herself before looking at Hiccup who had a surprised look on his face.

"How did you know?" Hiccup asked with a tinge of malice in his voice.

"I may not have seen an elf in the flesh, but I've gazed long into the void and seen more than my fair share of the realms," Gothi explained, causing Hiccup to grumble in annoyance and anger. Seers were always such a pain to deal with.

"Show me what, Hiccup?" Astrid asked hesitantly.

"Just… don't freak out, okay?" Hiccup said to her, before reaching for his right ring finger. The ring Hiccup wore was crafted of gold that had been colored black by magic. The band of the ring was a serpentine dragon who was biting its own tail, each scale of the dragon was visible if observed closely. Where the dragon's eyes should have been were two small emeralds that sparkled in the firelight. Hiccup gripped the ring gently and pulled it off.

The air around him seemed to shimmer and part, revealing a Hiccup, but not the Hiccup she knew. His skin, which was normally pale, was now the color of snow, causing his freckles to stand out vividly. It looked ethereal. His eyes, which Astrid had come to associate with the color of leaves in the height of spring, now sparkled with a light that made her think of jewels. His ears had grown longer, only slightly larger than human ears, and ended in sharp points. His cheekbones grew higher and more pronounced, and his face took on a more angular look overall. An earthy smell, with a hint of cinnamon, permeated the air, attracting her nose. It reminded her of Berk's forest. His unkempt mane of hair gave him a wild, feral appearance that was in stark contrast to his etherealness. He had an aura of power about him that betrayed his obvious magical nature. Astrid could only describe him as beautiful, a trait that she had not associated with many things, let alone a man.

"When I left Midgard," Hiccup said, his voice powerful and musical, delighting the ears, "I didn't know where I was going. I appeared in a realm that I knew not of, and saw a battle taking place on the ground below. It looked like a skirmish between the elves and the dark elves, little did I know it was the battle for Miotvior, the capital city of Alfheim. The dark elves were winning the battle, and I decided to join the fray and assist the elves in repelling the dark elves. The elves had requested aid from Asgard, and Thor himself led the reinforcements. As the dark elves were routed, he saw me and thought me an Aesir traitor who was aiding the dark elves. In his battle rage, he summoned lightning to strike me down," Hiccup explained to the starstruck Astrid.

"Even now, I am surprised I did not die outright," Toothless let out a low growl, causing the hut to tremble, as Hiccup voiced his thoughts on the matter, "but I didn't, although Toothless raged as if I had. During the course of the battle I saved the life of the elven queen and princess, the elves are quite strict about honor and were beyond appalled that Thor had attacked me. My wounds were too grievous to heal, even for the most powerful of elven healers. The queen refused to allow me to perish when I had saved her life and the life of her daughter, and used an ancient magic only known to the royal family to reforge my body into that of an elf. The magic she used was wordless, drawn from only her thoughts and emotions. It was far more powerful than any enchantment you could construct but also incredibly dangerous, she could have easily given her life for naught. In the end it succeeded and healed me of my wounds, allowing me to survive, although the scar will never fade," Hiccup finished his tale, with a hint of sadness.

Astrid stared at Hiccup for a few moments, her brain struggling to process his new appearance as well as his tale. When she heard him say in the springs that he had received the scar from "a tussle with Thor" she didn't expect that he actually was struck down by Thor himself. Under her gaze Hiccup shifted uncomfortably, scratching at his ears. The ring always made them itch when he wore it and it drove him mad. Gothi cackled and sipped on her tea, suppressing her own surprise at his appearance.

"Is… this why you're so strong?" Astrid asked after a while.

"Yes and no," Hiccup replied quickly, "yes in that my new body makes me stronger and faster than natural, but no in that it is unique. You will be able to accomplish the same with magic in due time." This thought seemed to please Astrid a great deal, and Hiccup knew that it humiliated her to not be the strongest during dragon training.

The moon had begun its descent some time ago, Hiccup and Astrid were both tired. Sensing the end of their conversation for the night, and with Astrid having her instructions for the following morn, they said their partings and retired for the night. Both thanked Gothi for her guidance in learning the words for magic, Astrid more so than Hiccup. Astrid lay awake in her bed that night, processing how much her world had changed in so little time. "Good night, Stormfly," Astrid thought, before she drifted off to her dreamworld.

"Good night, Astrid," Stormfly said in reply, her voice came in soft and quiet, their bond still building its strength. A small smile graced Astrid's lips as she heard her dragon speak to her.

* * *

><p>The next morning Astrid woke and found that Hiccup was gone, as she expected. Today she would be directing the riders training. In the back of her mind, she couldn't help but feel as if this was a test for her set by Hiccup. The riders gathered on the academy grounds with their dragons, already saddled up, looking for their master. They found Astrid instead.<p>

"Hiccup's gone for today, he's left me in charge," Astrid said to them.

Cami grumbled, "Why did he leave you in charge?" she asked. Astrid and Cami's rivalry had become legendary among the academy students, both fighting to be the best rider-in-training. Despite that, the two young women had forged a strong, if competitive, friendship.

"Because he knows I'm the best dragon racer," Astrid taunted. Cami was about to quip a reply but was interrupted by Tantrum.

"Please, as if you're capable of running a dragon race," Tantrum grumbled, loudly. Both Astrid and Cami's eyebrows twitched in annoyance. They, along with the rest of the academy students, had learned that the heir of the Uglithugs was, putting it nicely, a spoiled bitch. The two idiot twins did her bidding and Yrsa was essentially a glorified maid. She treated the lot of them as if they were little better than animals. Out of all the riders-in-training, Tantrum had integrated into the group the least.

"We'll just have to see then, won't we, Tantrum?" Astrid replied, anger coloring her voice. Astrid, with the help of the other students, set of for dragon racing. Tantrum simply watched from the sidelines. It took longer than when Hiccup was there to set up, but they eventually accomplished their task. Egil and his dragon, a Thunderpede, had volunteered to abstain from the race and to throw sheep for the others to catch. The Thunderpede made an excellent draconic catapult.

The riders spent the next five hours racing until they and their dragons were exhausted. The saddles made it much more comfortable to ride for longer durations but the dragons were still not accustomed to carrying riders, and they tired easily. Astrid and Cami went back and forth between wins until after three hours, where Astrid won every race. Heather and Thuggory traded third and fourth places with each other while Tantrum brought up a solid fifth place every time, much to her chagrin.

"Well, looks like I'm not too bad at running the dragon races after all, eh, Tantrum?" Astrid taunted. Stormfly softly laughed in her strange bird-dragon cackle at her riders smugness.

Tantrum's face turned tomato red in rage and embarrassment. "It's not my fault!" she screamed, "It's this stupid dragon! It can't fly as well as your Nadder or I would have beat you every time!" Astrid rolled her eyes at Tantrum's excuses, her Hobblegrunt was similar in size and stature to Stormfly. They were an even match.

Tantrum's rage increased even further at Astrid's dismissal of her. She turned and delivered a heavy kick to one of her Hobblegrunt's legs, sending it sprawling into the ground. The dragon turned a dark shade of blue in sadness at its treatment, the Hobblegrunt at taken the two-legs-bonded-dark-one's words to heart, and tried its best to partner with the young viking, to no avail.

"I should just gut this stupid beast and get a new one…" Tantrum said, drawing her sword.

Astrid and the other academy students were shocked at Tantrum living up to her name. They knew she had been temperamental, but to kill her own dragon? That was too far. Thuggory snapped out of his shock and charged the heir of the Uglithugs, intending to disarm her and save her dragon from its fate. No one deserved to be subservient to Tantrum, especially a dragon, and Thuggory pitied the twins Narfi and Nafni, and Yrsa, for being from her tribe.

Thuggory was a large man, his power lied in his immense strength. Tantrum had lost much of her extra weight during training, despite remaining ugly as Hel herself, and possessed a quickness that he couldn't match. He reached Tantrum just as her blade sunk into the flesh of her Hobblegrunt's neck. The strike was shallow, on account of Thuggory's intervention, but was a mortal wound none the less. The color drained out of the Hobblegrunt as it lay dying, and the riders held their breath at the horror they were witnessing. Tantrum was holding her sword, her hand shaking violently, as she realized what she had just done.

From behind them, there was a soft thud as something made contact with the ground. Before they could turn around, Hiccup was standing before their eyes, his hand wrapped around Tantrum's neck, eliciting a sickening crunch as bone and flesh were compacted beneath his grip. He threw the Uglithug heir's lifeless body against a pillar of rock jutting from a nearby crag with the strength of a giant, causing the pillar to snap and fall into the sea below. Tantrum's body fell to the ground, boneless, like a fish. The flesh that had made contact with the pillar of stone was a pulp of blood and meat, like a butcher had tenderized her body.

Hiccup stormed back to the dying Hobblegrunt and inspected its wound. It was too far gone to save, even with the aid of magic. The dragon would die. Hiccup's face hardened as he made his resolve, and reached out with his mind to talk with the dying Hobblegrunt. "Be at peace," he said, "take your rest in the Realm Eternal." The dragon seemed to accept his fate, and a moment later, Hiccup thought one of the Words. Life left the dragon as he died painlessly, instantly.

The academy students stood, breathless, unmoving, unthinking, as they watched their former comrade be slaughtered like a common farm animal. Tantrum's death did not unnerve them, it was the complete and utter ease that Hiccup killed her with that struck fear into their hearts. It was, simply, unnatural. Their eyes were drawn to Toothless' hulking, snarling form some yards to the side. The black dragon was so docile most of the time that you forgot he was one of the most formidable predators on Midgard.

"I hold your oath fulfilled," Hiccup said darkly as he stood up from next to the dead Hobblegrunt, speaking to both Tantrum and the riders-in-training.

"Training is over for the day, you're dismissed," Hiccup commanded coldly when his students didn't move to leave. Finding their legs once again, they scurried off to leave Hiccup alone, except for Astrid.

Hiccup walked over to Toothless' saddle and withdrew a silk linen to cover Tantrum's body with. Astrid tried to find the words she wanted to say, but her tongue wouldn't speak them. "Go to Gothi's and ask for her to teach you the words for dulling your weapon," Hiccup commanded, leaving no room for argument or conversation. He scooped Tantrum's body into his arms and began walking to the great hall. Her death would cause some political turmoil between the two tribes but Berk was in the right; Tantrum had violated her oath by harming a dragon.

Later that evening, a small pyre was lit, sending the heir of the Uglithugs to the afterlife. A messenger dragon had been sent to Ug and his tribe explaining the circumstances of her death. Stoick and the rest of Berk prayed the Uglithugs would accept their heir's fate and let bygones be bygones, but vikings were rarely rational creatures.

Astrid went to Gothi's hut that night and found the old woman sitting alone, studying some scrolls at her table. Everyone in the village had heard what occurred during the day, including the elder, but she said nothing of it to Astrid. The two women went through the etymology and pronunciation for the spell that would dull a weapon and make it fit for sparring. It seemed Hiccup had planned to continue her combat training and teach Astrid his own personal technique. It took Astrid several hours before she could get the spell to dull the knife that Gothi was having her practice on and several more to dull her own axe. By the time the moon was high in the sky, Astrid was completely exhausted from using her magic.

Astrid said her partings to Gothi, thanking her for her teachings, and began walking down the winding path that led back to Berk. She could see the outline of Toothless in the darkness, wrapped in a ball, near the academy grounds. She had a sudden urge to talk to Hiccup, he was obviously upset over what had happened this afternoon.

As she approached Toothless, the black dragon parted his wings allowing her access without a word being said. Strange, Astrid thought to herself. She quickly made her way to Hiccup's side and found him in a sickly state, much like how she had seen him the morning their training begun. His body quaked, he was pale, paler than normal, and cold sweat soaked his clothes. His eyes moved restlessly under their lids. Understanding what Toothless wanted, Astrid made to wake Hiccup up. But, unlike last time, she reached out with her mind to wake him instead.

She approached the mind she had grown to identify as Hiccup's and slowly waded into it, parting the darkness around her. She had expected to run into resistance, like in their training, but found none. After what seemed like minutes of wading through the darkness, she stepped into the twilight of Hiccup's mindscape. His mind was vastly different than her own, which was immediately apparent.

She stood on a large plateau, in all directions around her was a wasteland of sand and rock, stretching on to infinity. The gravel underneath her feet was fine and crunched loudly as she walked. His world was cast in a monochrome of gray. High above, pregnant storm clouds blotted out the sky. Toxic green lightning coursed through the sky, lighting up Astrid's surrounding. Thunder boomed in the distance. Dead trees dotted the plateau here and there, bending this way and that, forming what appeared to be mock doorways. A strange music permeated from every direction, it gave Astrid the impression of an old organ, its tune solemn and dark. Through the flashes of lightning, Astrid could see a large stone cathedral in the center of the plateau.

She stepped forward to make for the cathedral but stopped as she felt a firm grip on her wrist. She jumped in her skin, turning to see Hiccup as he really was, his disguise forgotten. He wore an emerald green tunic which dropped down to his thighs, black breeches the color of Toothless' scales, and dark brown boots. An ornamental golden sash held the outfit together. It was not an attire she had seen him in before, and Astrid noticed she wasn't wearing her normal clothes either.

"What are you doing here, Astrid?" Hiccup asked, part annoyed and part angered.

"Err, I wanted to talk with you…" Astrid explained weakly, aware she had displeased Hiccup by entering his mind, "but you were having another nightmare. Toothless let me wake you, like the last time."

"It is extraordinarily rude to enter another's mind as you have without permission," Hiccup quipped back, "it is the ultimate betrayal of privacy a spellcaster can perform." With his admonishment said, the thunder boomed louder, shaking the ground. Astrid suddenly found herself back on Berk, staring at Hiccup, who was laying on the ground, staring at her.

"What did you want to talk about?" Hiccup asked after a few moments of awkward silence, his anger forgotten.

"Oh… nothing," Astrid explained, suddenly finding the words to talk about Tantrum's death hard to speak.

Hiccup grumbled angrily at being woken from his trance and dismissed Astrid, who scurried off to her home for the night. Hiccup drifted back into an uncomfortable sleep, his dreams always left him restless and irritable the following morn.

* * *

><p>The next day village life went on as normally as possible, given the brutal death of a viking heir just yesterday afternoon. Hiccup had cut his students loose to practice on their own, now trusting their dragons strong enough to not get them killed doing maneuvers they shouldn't. Astrid's training would continue for some time, and that is how she found herself in the training ring with Hiccup.<p>

Hiccup cast several weary glances around, making sure no one was watching. "Did you learn the spell for dulling your blade?" he asked Astrid, his mood had bettered considerably with a night's rest.

Astrid nodded in affirmation before Hiccup drew All-slayer from its spot on his hip and placed a single finger on its' blade, whispering the old Nordic words that he had learned on the first night he approached Gothi for guidance. An emerald light briefly flickered along the sword's edges before dying out. Astrid repeated the gesture with her new axe.

"In the realms beyond Midgard, all the opponents you face will be stronger and faster than you are now, and probably more skilled in the arcane," Hiccup warned Astrid as they circled each other, "before I teach you the spells for strengthening your body, you must develop your technique for fighting against a superior opponent. Experience can trump power, in some cases."

When they were mere feet apart from each other, Hiccup lunged forward, bringing All-slayer down in a forward slashing motion towards Astrid's waist. He was using a small portion of his supernatural speed to increase the difficulty of the spar, and would gradually increase it until Astrid could defend herself well enough.

The attack came faster than Astrid had been expecting, too fast to parry with her axe. Instead, she danced back and away from the slash, evading it. Hiccup stepped forward with his other foot and brought his sword up to rest on Astrid's shoulder from behind. "Dead," he muttered, "never turn your back on your opponent."

Hiccup's taunting bothered her during dragon training but she eventually grew used to it. Resuming their respective places, the two took their stances again. Astrid started the clash next, feinting a heavy blow with the butt of her axe towards Hiccup's stomach. Hiccup took a step back to avoid the strike and Astrid let gravity carry the head of her axe down before bringing it up in a vicious one handed swing. Hiccup had a surprised look on his face at the unorthodox attack but held fast, using All-slayer to block the axe. In a swift motion Hiccup brought the flat of his sword down upon Astrid's wrist causing her to hiss in pain and drop her axe before she could react. Hiccup flicked the point of his sword up to her chin, "Dead," he whispered again.

And so their spars continued on throughout the day. Toothless and Stormfly loomed over the cage of the training ring to watch their two-legs spar, much to their own amusement. Hiccup bested Astrid with ease in every spar, and took regular breaks to let her catch her breath while he pointed out flaws in her form and technique. Mastery of the axe was difficult to achieve, and it was an odd choice of weapon for a rider, who usually were versed in the sword, spear, and bow.

After Hiccup deemed that Astrid could learn no more from their spars for the day, the two of them sat against the walls of the training ring, sharing a wineskin full of water. Clean drinking water was rare on Berk, it had to be consumed through alcoholic beverages or as a tea. Hiccup liked neither that Berk had to offer and had taken to purifying the water with magic. It was one of the first spells Astrid asked Hiccup to teach her, as she had taken quite the liking to it.

As they sat there, Astrid finally decided to ask Hiccup a question that had been bothering her since Tantrum's death. "Hiccup… how does it feel... to, you know... " Astrid swallowed a bit, "kill someone?"

Hiccup thought on his answer for awhile. "At first, all the stories you heard, are real. You see them in your dreams, in the shadows, on the faces of passers-by. It haunts you for a time. After the first one it gets easier, and easier still after the next, until you are no longer bothered by it. Eventually their faces stop haunting you, and you realize something," he paused for a moment.

"Death is the natural order of all things. Everything in creation is constantly moving towards its' undoing. Does the cat feel guilt when he kills the mouse? Certainly not, it is as the world was meant to be. Death walks hand in hand with life, for you to live, another must die," Hiccup said softly.

They sat in silence as Astrid contemplated his words. After a few minutes had passed, they moved to the great hall to eat a small meal before going to Gothi's to practice magic and the art of mental combat. Gothi was sitting at her table, studying her scrolls, and sipping on a goblet of herbal tea as she usually was. Hiccup set Astrid the task of holding a small stone in the air for as long as she could, before moving it in various directions at his command. While Astrid struggled with her task Hiccup and Gothi read through various tomes, scrolls, and journals that she and her predecessors had collected or written, learning the more advanced concepts of the human magic language. His experience and talent in magic made him a fast learner, and he quickly was as knowledgeable as Gothi in the subject. He even managed to create new words using his knowledge of the elvish language to apply concepts to the human language.

When Astrid had used up her supply of arcane energy Hiccup gave her a brief respite before they engaged in their mental sparring. Astrid had taken to the art well after her first spar and subsequent journey into Hiccup's mindscape. She and Stormfly often practiced with themselves, as it was the only training they were able to do with each other. Toothless had been appointed Stormfly's flying instructor, showing her which aerial maneuvers could be performed with a rider and which couldn't. Flying with a passenger did not come naturally to dragons and it took a effort and practice for the bonded to truly work as one. In that respect, Hiccup and Toothless were unmatched in all the realms. They had trusted and depended on each other for flight long before their bond had fully formed, when Toothless' tailfin was still damaged. Astrid and Stormfly had some of the most powerful and experienced masters to teach them the ways of the rider.

As usual, Astrid lost every mental spar. Although she lacked experience, Astrid could easily tell Hiccup's greatest strength was not swordsmanship nor magic, but mental combat. He had a natural talent allowing him to manipulate his own mind and the minds of others with ease. Once Astrid thought she had bested Hiccup only to find that she had been sparring with a false Hiccup that he had conjured while he studied a particular interesting tome. It frustrated her to no end to be so outclassed.

After their lessons for the night were finished, Astrid slipped into pleasant conversation with Hiccup and Gothi, which usually involved questioning the two of them on magic or the politics of the realms. She was enthralled by the sagas and epics sung in the great hall as a child and wanted to know if any of them were true. Hiccup obliged her as much as she could, and Gothi lectured her at length on the runes, etymology, grammar, and pronunciation of old Norse. Hiccup occasionally lectured on the structure or origin of magic and certain spells but mostly let Gothi speak, as it was her area of expertise.

Before Hiccup dismissed Astrid for the night, he stepped outside to fetch something from Toothless' saddle. He returned holding a small leather bag, which he held out to Astrid. "A gift," was all he said.

Astrid peeked into the bag and found what appeared to be black leather garments. She withdrew the clothing and examined them more closely and found that they were made of leather with a pattern of small black scales covering them in their entirety, which she recognized as Toothless'. "It's my old set of riding leathers," Hiccup explained, "they'll keep you warm and reduce the bite of the wind when you're flying high or quickly. They also have several enhancements that make it difficult to be pierced or cut by any weapon."

Astrid stood up from her seat and held the armor over her body as if to gauge their fit. "They might be a little small, but they should fit you. I made that set shortly before I left Midgard," Hiccup commented.

Astrid may not have been wooed by gold, gems, or fine silks, but she had a special place in her heart for gifts of weapons and armor. "Thank you, Hiccup," she said, sincerely.

Hiccup nodded, accepting her thanks, "Tomorrow we'll see if you can cast your own enchantments, which you can add to it. Over time you can layer multiple wards on your person or effects, they may save your life on day."

Astrid said her partings to Hiccup and Gothi, who were both studying a scroll with interest. It seemed that Hiccup had also improved Gothi's own knowledge of magic as well as her own. She scrambled down the winding path leading to Berk, Stormfly trotting behind her. She greeted her family before retiring to her room to try on her new armor. Hiccup was right, the armor still fit her but it was a little tight across the chest and hips. Overall it gave her a fearsome yet beautiful appearance, she quite liked it. Astrid made a note to repay Hiccup, somehow. Stormfly praised her rider's new appearance, much to Astrid's pleasure. Nadders were of the most vain dragons, Astrid had found, and Stormfly loved to be praised for her appearance. It seems the dragon enjoyed praising others for the same quality.

Astrid stared up at the rafters of her roof as she thought about all that she had learned that day before drifting off to her dreamscape.

* * *

><p>The next morning Astrid awoke to the sound of three long blasts of a warhorn and instantly sat up straight in bed, fully awake. "Why would a ship be here?" she thought. She quickly dressed and made herself presentable, making a simple but elegant braid in her hair and strapping her battleaxe to her back.<p>

She found her family in a hurry downstairs, preparing as well. "What's going on?" Astrid asked her father, Bjorn.

Ingrid shot Bjorn an angry look as the man fumbled with his words, trying to explain something to their daughter. "Astrid, dear, you know we love you, right?" her mother spoke to her softly.

"Yeah…?" she replied, not understanding where this conversation was going when there was a ship approaching Berk.

"What do you think of that lad from the Meatheads, Thuggory?" Bjorn asked, his voice recovering its' former strength.

Astrid quirked an eyebrow at the strange question, "He's… okay, I guess, why?" she asked suspiciously.

"Well," Bjorn paused and took a breath,"we were approached by the Meatheads a few months ago, and in your best interest, and the interest of both clans, we agreed to a marriage contract between you and Thuggory."

Ingrid, Volf, Olaf, and Hagen huddled in the corner of the room as Bjorn took a step back. Astrid was furious. Her face was beet red and the veins in her neck were clearly visible. "YOU WHAT!" she roared at her father.

"You can't remain a shield maiden forever, dear…" Bjorn reasoned weakly as he took another step back from his daughter, who looked ready to kill him, "we've been receiving offers for years and we always declined them for as long as we could. This was the best chance for you to have a future, a future where you could provide for your children better than what we provided for you."

Bjorn glanced to his wife, silently pleading for help. Ingrid sighed and made to calm her daughter. "Astrid, sometimes we don't have a choice-"

"No, you're wrong! I do have a choice! I'm choosing not to do this, you didn't even ask me!" she screeched at her mother, "I'm not marrying Thuggory, I'm going to continue my dragon training, and that's final!"

Astrid stormed out of her house, with several villagers staring her way as they heard the commotion from inside her lodge. Stormfly was dancing from foot to foot in worry at her rider's anger. "Are you alright, Astrid?" her dragon asked.

Astrid's anger quelled slightly at her dragon's voice. They had became quite good friends during their brief amount of time since unlocking their magic, allowing them to speak to each other. "I'll be fine, I just need to… figure this out," Astrid gasped out, her breaths coming in ragged as her rage subsided, leaving her winded.

"Whose ship arrived?" Astrid asked Stormfly. Her dragon shared a quick memory with her, a bird's eye view of four viking longships approached the harbor, each flying the colors of their respective tribe. It was their dragon training allies.

Astrid's panic increased at the Meatheads flag. She had to get to the great hall and find the chief and Hiccup. She sprinted to the great hall as fast as her legs could carry her but found a crowd pushing to get in outside the doors. Inside were all the representatives of Berk's allies, minus the Peaceable country, as Heather had stayed on Berk for dragon training. The heirs sat next to their parents at the great round table in the center of the hall where business was conducted. The empty seat next to chief Ug seemed to haunt the hall.

Also seated at the table was Fisker, Fish's father, Gothi, Gobber, and Spitelout. Hiccup sat next to his father near the head of one end of the table, a rarity. Ug glared at Hiccup with death in his eyes, word of his daughter's fate had reached him some weeks ago. Mogadon looked somewhat happy, whilst Bertha and Eirikr looked around nervously. The tension in the hall was palpable. "So," Stoick said grandly to the entire hall, "what do we owe this pleasure?"

"I think you know plenty well why we're here, Stoick!" Ug roared in anger, "Your son killed my daughter in cold blood! I demand his life in payment!"

"Your daughter violated her oath, both you and her knew that doing such would result in death. I merely held her oath fulfilled, nothing more, nothing less," Hiccup said sternly.

"And what exactly did she do to warrant such a death?" Ug questioned angrily.

"As part of dragon training, all students swear to never harm another dragon or rider without just cause. In her rage, Tantrum slew her own dragon for no reason. She violated the most sacred of tenants in doing so, how would you punish one of your own men if they murdered their own comrade? Death. And so to was Tantrum's punishment," Hiccup said resolutely, leaving no room for argument from anyone in the room.

Ug's face was beet red as he slammed his fists into the table, breaking the wood. He sat back down in his chair and grumbled darkly, swearing vengeance for his daughter.

Clearing her throat, Bertha addressed the group next, "I cannot speak for Mogadan, but Eirikr and I have come to bear witness to the results of our people's training."

"Perhaps Hiccup could be convinced to set up a game of dragon racing in our guest's honor," Stoick said, half asking his son. Hiccup dipped his head in acceptance.

Seeing as the others had spoken their piece, Mogadan stood from his chair and spread his arms in a grand gesture, "I am sorry to hear news of your daughter, Ug, but honor seems to be on the Haddock's side. Let us forget such depressing tidings and instead focus on happier ones!" Astrid's heart sank at the Meatheads chief's words and she felt tears begin to pool in her eyes. She wasn't going to be able to cancel her engagement.

"I'd like to make an announcement, and declare the engagement of my son, Thuggory, to Astrid Hofferson," Mogadan said with pride.

"It's over," Astrid despaired, her sadness washing over her bond, angering Stormfly at the two-legs actions.

"What!" Hiccup snapped, standing up from his chair, sending it screeching back across the stones of the floor. His voice held a hint of anger and his eyebrow twitched in annoyance.

"I have been in negotiations with the Hoffersons for the last few months, and they have accepted a marriage proposal," Mogadan explained, "they are to be wed this summer." A thunder of applause erupted around the hall.

"That's not happening," Hiccup stated adamantly as the cheers died down. Astrid's heart skipped a beat as Hiccup did what she could not. Maybe there was hope?

Mogadon had a shocked look on his face as Hiccup's words, so did the rest of the hall, except for Astrid. "Astrid has already agreed to continue her rider training with me, joining the Order I belong to. It is a group that only accepts the most talented of dragon riders, she has already agreed to join and sworn oaths of loyalty to us," Hiccup practically spat his words at Mogadon, "I'll not have to squander her potential as a common housewife!"

Mogadon scowled at Hiccup, "I've had an agreement with the Hoffersons for months promising her hand in marriage, I'll not have it called off! She can train on Meathead's island if she so wishes to continue."

"Astrid is not some yak that can be bartered with, her oaths take precedence over any false promises spoken on her behalf! The Order's honor will not allow such archaic practices to stand in the way of bettering a member," Hiccup argued with the large chief, his anger clear to all those watching. Hiccup had never shown such an open display of emotion, let alone anger, since he had arrived back on Berk.

"Bah! What sort of Order would come between the lawful engagement of a man and a woman? There is no honor in that," Mogadon challenged, slamming a fist on the table. There was no room for any of the others to enter into the argument, and truthfully, none wanted to.

Hiccup's face tinged the slightest bit of red as his left hand gripped the scabbard of All-slayer, his thumb flicking the hilt, drawing the weapon ever so slightly. The sound of cutting metal rang through the room. "I'll not have you insult the honor of our Order nor will I allow this marriage. You can renegotiate with the Hoffersons to cancel the engagement or we could always do this the viking way," Hiccup said darkly. Astrid felt Toothless' presence outside the hall thanks to Stormfly, who herself was about to burn down the front doors of the great hall. Hiccup was really willing to slaughter the Meathead's to prevent them from getting their way, she sensed.

A large vein popped from the Meathead chief's forehead. Behind him, his second-in-command drew his sword and stepped forward in challenge. Hiccup drew All-slayer so fast it appeared as if the blade had materialized out of the air. Mogadon grabbed the sword arm of his second and urged him to sheathe his weapon. Violence would not get them anywhere, here. Outside of the hall, a loud growl rumbled forth, shaking the foundations of the great hall, reminding everyone of Toothless' presence. It was an underhanded move, but sometimes, force was the most valid of options. Vikings would not understand such things as freedom of choice nor the importance of Astrid's destiny as a bonded rider. Under no circumstances could she remain in the archipelago.

"You can't expect me to call off the engagement for naught! It would shame my family to no end!" Mogadon complained, looking for a way out of his situation.

"What would you have? Gold? Status? I have already given you the secrets of the dragons," at this, Hiccup gestured to Thuggory, who was deathly pale at the confrontation between his master and father.

Mogadon grumbled angrily again, suddenly regretting backing down from Hiccup. He would not call off the marriage just for some coin, it would appear petty. "What oaths could she have possibly sworn to warrant such aggression?" the Meathead chief spat.

"The same oaths that all riders swear, the same that I swore," Hiccup answered simply.

"And what are they?" Mogadon questioned irritably.

Hiccup glanced around the crowd to find Astrid, finding her within seconds. He gestured for her to step forward and join them. "We would find no trouble reciting them for you, if you would agree to annul the engagement," Hiccup offered. Mogadon ground his teeth and said nothing, gesturing for them to speak. Astrid shared a quick glance with Hiccup before he felt his mind touch hers. She opened her weak defenses to him and allowed him entrance. Hiccup shared with her his memory of the oath, so she would not fumble her words, and allowed their minds to remain lightly connected, so that they appeared to speak perfectly in sync. As one, they chanted;

"_I pledge my life in service to the Order,_

_My service shall not end until my death,_

_I shall hold no lands nor titles,_

_Wear no crowns,_

_Win no glory,_

_Sire no children,_

_In word, deed, and thought,_

_I shall uphold the virtues we hold to be resolute,_

_Honor,_

_Courage,_

_Loyalty,_

_Duty,_

_Wisdom,_

_and Sacrifice,_

_I shall be the sword of the weak,_

_The bulwark of the defenseless,_

_The guardian of peace,_

_From this day forward,_

_And for all my days to come."_

The great hall was silent as the grave as Hiccup and Astrid finished reciting their oaths in perfect unison. They voices melded together, giving them a sense of power and authority that mere men could not possess. Several of the women in the hall let out low wails as one of their own forever swore off bearing children, Astrid would never be fit to marry. Severals gasps were heard in the crowd as the implications of the oath sank in, it was essentially a self imposed life of thralldom. Stoick, especially, was shocked that his son had agreed to serve such an Order.

Mogadon's mood soured even more as he heard the nature of the oaths Astrid had sworn. "And you're determined to see this through, regardless of the consequences between our two villages?" the Meathead chief angrily questioned. Both Hiccup and Astrid nodded their heads.

"Fine…" Mogadon muttered angrily, sitting back in his chair. Hiccup returned All-slayer to its' scabbard and returned to his own seat. Astrid, relieved at being freed from her engagement, left the great hall and mounted Stormfly. Together, they took to the sky and headed for the mountain that rose from the center of the island of Berk. She needed some time away from people.

The rest of the meeting between tribes passed as well as it could have been expected to with Hiccup making an enemy out of not one, but two tribes. He organized an evening game of dragon racing that all the tribes watched with awe. Astrid was still hiding in the mountains but Hiccup knew that she would be back for training tomorrow.

* * *

><p>Hiccup attended to his duties as a guest of status, engaging in pleasantries with their guests until it came time for them to retire for the evening. Hiccup sighed deeply as he leaned against Toothless', they were both sitting in a clearing in the forest outside of Berk. The moon would be at its highest point in the sky soon. Hiccup set a small black stone in the center of the clearing and stood before it, waiting. As the moon peaked the stone began to glow. Hiccup muttered a short few words in elvish and the shadowy form of a woman appeared forth from the stone. She had no visible features except for a pair of dark green, almost black, eyes. The rest of her body was covered in shadow.<p>

"Greetings, master," Hiccup sighed.

"Good to see you too, Vrangr," the woman said, "how goes your mission in Midgard?"

"Tiring, but well. The humans will be well prepared for Ragnarok, when it comes. The Riders of Berk will provide an excellent first line of defense before we are able to mobilize forces to hold the realm," Hiccup reported.

"And you grow tired of your old home so easily?" the woman teased.

Hiccup rolled his eyes, "Vikings are little more than beasts compared to the more sentient races," he said simply.

"And what of your young squire?" she asked as she quirked an eyebrow.

"I plan on bringing her to Nidavellir, where her training will progress, and I will continue my mission. When we are summoned, I will bring her before you and the council," Hiccup explained.

"Two birds with one stone, an excellent strategy…" the woman mused, "I have business to attend to. You have performed your task most well, and provided us with an excellent foothold in Midgard. Contact me again when you are able to on Nidavellir."

Hiccup bowed slightly, with his fist across his heart in a gesture of fealty. The woman nodded and her form retreated back into the void, leaving Hiccup and Toothless alone in the forest.

Astrid had returned to the village shortly after nightfall, intending on finding and thanking Hiccup for saving her from her fate that afternoon. She had looked everywhere for her master, but to no avail. She had just given up when she passed Fisker on her way back to her family's home. On a whim, she asked him if he had seen Hiccup. Fish's father drunkenly stammered something about him and Toothless wandering into the western forests some time ago.

Astrid mounted Stormfly and the duo took to the air, heading west. The moon rose high in the sky as they searched for Hiccup, and to a lesser extend, Toothless, for his color made it nigh impossible to spot him at night. Stormfly's excellent sense of smell helped to pinpoint their location before they spotted a small clearing between the trees that looked off. Landing quietly down wind, Astrid and Stormfly made their way to the clearing. Astrid saw the hulking form of Toothless and was about to step into the clearing before she heard Hiccup and a woman greet each other.

Astrid and Stormfly hid behind a large tree and listened in on their masters conversation. She heard Hiccup greet the woman as master and risked a small peek around the base of the tree, catching nothing but the woman's eyes. She quickly whipped her head back to its hiding place and listened for the rest of the duration of the short conversation. Astrid heard the conversation end before she and Stormfly stealthily stalked off, mounting and flying back to Berk. She had a feeling she should not have eavesdropped.

* * *

><p>In a far away world, covered in ice and snow, a lone man entered a cave. He was tall and pale, his hair black as night and emerald eyes. His ears ever so slightly came together to form points, but at first glance appeared to be rounded. Despite the weather, he wore no heavy clothes, for he was naturally immune to the cold of the world. As he wandered deeper into the cave he came upon a door made of crystal clear ice, standing on each side of the door was a massive man. They were both clean shaven and bald, standing easily twelve feet in height. Their skin was colored in hues of blue with tattoos of blood red inscribed upon their flesh. In their hands rested a weapon made of nothing but ice, which glowed sapphire with arcane energy.<p>

"You are late, Deceiver. King Farbauti does not like to wait," one the two said, his voice deep and guttural.

"I had other business to attend to, giant," the man quipped. His voice was light and playful, charming to the ears, but rang with power and confidence.

The two giants growled in displeasure but opened the gates to their king's halls. A hundred feet in front of the man was a throne composed entirely of ice so pure that it appeared as if the hulking monstrosity sitting upon it was floating in the air. King Farbauti was a giant, even among his own race. At full height he stood nearly twenty feet and his hide was the color of a frozen lake. Unlike the rest of his kin, he appeared in the form of a normal man, albeit exceptionally large.

"Loki," Farbauti called, his voice echoed in the halls.

"Ah, Farbauti, good to see you again my friend," Loki answered the king of the frost giants.

"You're late, Loki, we were about to start without you," a figure appeared from a circle hewn into the ice. The man that appeared was tall, nearly as tall as a frost giant, and his skin was the color of blood. Flames licked his back from somewhere beyond him. A second man, in his mirror image, appeared some distance away from him on the circle.

"Instead of complaining, perhaps we can get on with this meeting?" Loki suggested. Other figures flickered into existence until a total of seven figures, including Loki and Farbauti, stood in the circle. One spot remained empty, however.

"I bring good news," Loki said, has he gave a toothy smile, "my agents have infiltrated Midgard. Preparations are underway to cut us a path to the world when the time comes."

A pale creature with bat-like ears and red eyes grumbled in annoyance, "Midgard is of little importance until we can secure the other realms, Loki, you know this," the dark elf said.

"Worry not, I have servants already on the other realms working to prepare for our coming. But make no mistake, if we wish to succeed in our undertaking, Midgard is of the utmost importance. The humans know not what power they sit upon, which is why I have sent the most vile of my servants to the realm," Loki explained.

"We shall leave it to your expertise, Loki," one of the tall, blood-skinned men said, "the rest of us shall continue mustering our forces. Ragnarok is no easy task, even with all of our combined might. There will be no second chances in this war, if we fail, we fail for all time. It will be the war to end all wars."

"Very well," the dark elf grumbled.

* * *

><p>Hiccup continued training Astrid for the next five weeks. After hearing that Hiccup planned to bring her to the home of the dwarves for the next part of training, she put all her effort into improving herself. The effort began showing results in spades. Although she never managed to best Hiccup in a spar she didn't lost outright in their first clash and could draw the fight out over a period of time. She made leaps in her understanding and use of magic, spells that had once exhausted her she could now cast and maintain indefinitely. Her bond with Stormfly had grown even stronger, and like Hiccup and Toothless, the pair had become inseparable. Where one went, the other was sure to follow. Astrid and her family had forgiven each other, with Bjorn begging forgiveness of his daughter.<p>

The chiefs and heirs had returned to their villages, along with their students. Hiccup considered their training a success, although not nearly as thorough as his or Astrid's, he had forged them into warriors that could hold their own against any foe in Midgard. He was particularly proud that he had managed to break them of most, if not all, their viking beliefs. He knew that they would not abuse their powers or betray the secrets of dragon training to those who would do riders or dragons harm.

Hiccup had also noticed the changes in his childhood friends. Fish and Snot had become good friends through shared hardship in both dragon and chieftainship training. The twins' destruction had been reigned in and controlled. Ruff had grown close to Fish, whom he assumed a marriage would be announced soon. Unlike Astrid's, it would be one of mutual happiness. Tuff had thrown himself into the family business, learning the intricacies of fishing from his father with a seriousness Hiccup did not know he possessed. The fishing industry on Berk had increased to unbelievable levels during Hiccup's time on Berk, as fisherman struggled to provide the growing dragon population with its food. It had surprised Hiccup greatly when many dragons began nesting on Berk that were not part of the dragon training academy. Many villagers had taken them in as pets, but they never rode them nor were they trained in the ways of handling them.

Hiccup was lazing with Toothless on the clearing in front of the academy hall, which now stood empty. Astrid was out flying with Stormfly, exploring the far reaches of the archipelago. Stormfly was now strong enough to carry Astrid and a saddle full of supplies, so Hiccup had granted them permission to explore. It gave Hiccup time to organize his thoughts on plan her upcoming training.

He was just pondering a rather difficult spell Astrid would have trouble casting when Toothless caught the scent of blood, lots of it. Panic instantly coursed through their bond and they instantly snapped to attention, looking for the source. A few moments later, a dragon crashed out of the sky and into the center of the village of Berk. Hiccup sprinted with his supernatural speed, Toothless following closely behind in the air, to the village square. What they beheld made their hearts stop beating.

In the center of the village, lying in a pool of blood, was Stormfly. Astrid slid off of her dragon's saddle examined her wounds. Her hands shaking violently as tears streamed down her face. Hiccup was kneeling by her side instantly. "What happened Astrid?" he asked as he examined Stormfly. The wound was deep, very deep. It cut through her hide, muscle, and bone, into the organs below. It was a mortal wound.

"Hiccup," Astrid sobbed out, "what should I do? Stormfly's going to die, isn't she?" Her cracked into hysteria and Hiccup couldn't blame her. He knew that she felt the bond weakening, and that terrified all riders equally. The villagers watched with sad eyes as Astrid watched her dragon die, unable to do anything for her.

Hiccup refused to let Stormfly die. He could never let such a tragedy befall a bonded rider and dragon. The thought of Toothless dying before his eyes sent a shiver up his spine and made his heart stop. He would save Stormfly, even if he had to tap into the reserves of arcane energy held within All-slayer to do so. Stormfly dying was not an option, he would defy fate this day.

"She won't die, Astrid," Hiccup said soothingly, before fully melding minds with Toothless and tapping into their combined pool of arcane energy. He did not have time to form a spell with words, the wound was too dire. Before all else, he had to stabilize Stormfly. He cleared his mind of all distractions, as his master had taught him to, before he was nothing but hollow. He gave all his thought and emotion to bending reality to his will, to undo the wound that plagued the dragon in front of him. The magic reacted on pure instinct and an emerald mist enveloped Hiccup's hands and the slash on Stormfly's chest.

Instantly the flow of blood stopped and damaged organs came together, becoming whole once again. The villagers of Berk stood enthralled with what they watched happen before their eyes. Gothi sensed the use of powerful magic and hobbled to the center of the village as quick as her old body would carry her only to find Hiccup, working powerful healing magic on Astrid's dragon.

Hiccup severed the flow of magic, reigning it in under his control. With the most serious of the wounds treated due to his risky wordless magic, he began chanting a long spell with many verses, working from inside to outside. The green mist increased in ferocity, moving to cover Hiccup's arms.

Blood stopped flowing, organs fully made anew, bone sung whole again, flesh, muscle, and hide weaved back together, held in place by stitches of emerald threads. The river that formed Hiccup's arcane energy was dwindling fast, his heart beat erratically, his limbs quaked. and his breaths came in short, ragged bursts. Hiccup felt his energy dry up and he relied solely on Toothless' energy to finish the healing, and even his energy had been rapidly drained.

Hiccup opened his eyes to complete silence. When he had begun the spell it had been high noon, and now the sun was well on its way to setting. Astrid's eyes were red, and dried tears stained her face. Surrounding them was what seemed to be the entire village of Berk. Hiccup felt a hand rest on his shoulder and looked up see Gothi resting her hand in a gesture of comfort. Hiccup felt lightheaded, like he was going to fade into unconsciousness. His body felt heavy and foreign, like a puppet that had its' strings cut. His head lulled and dropped, his gaze focusing on the ground. He could see the shattered form of a black ring, laying in pieces, near his boots.

He swore colorfully in elvish, his mind instantly connecting the dots. "Rest, Hiccup, I will handle it," Gothi whispered soothingly into his ear. Hiccup could not resist the temptation of sleep and collapsed onto the ground. Astrid's eyes flickered between Hiccup's sleeping form and Stormfly's healed wound, the only trace of which was a thin pink scar.

"How…?" she uttered in disbelief. Astrid had learned healing magic two weeks after her training began. It was one of the most useful magics and Hiccup was well versed in the art. Her knowledge was limited but she knew that such a healing was not something a normal spellcaster, even a rider, could do.

Gothi just smiled, and turned to gesture for some men to come forth. Bjorn instantly jogged over to the group, his eyes glancing over his daughter and her dragon before locking on the sleeping form of Hiccup, who appeared as he was naturally, an elf. "What… is he, elder?" he asked Gothi.

"He is not dangerous, Bjorn. He is still the same Hiccup, he just appears as he should be," she explained.

He glanced at his face and noted his pointed ears, "An elf!" he whispered in awe. Gothi nodded.

"Carry him to my hut, I must attend to his injuries," Gothi commanded. Bjorn moved to scoop Hiccup into his arms, a strange sense of deja vu coming over him.

"Wait! What injuries?" Astrid asked, her voice panicked.

"He has expanded every last drop of arcane energy he and Toothless possessed to save Stormfly. I must aid them in their recovery, lest something go awry and they perish from casting a spell more powerful than they could fuel," Gothi explained.

Stoick appeared behind Bjorn and stared at his son like he was seeing him for the first time. "Chief," Gothi said as Bjorn made for her hut, "Chief!" Stoick snapped out of his daze to focus on the elder. "Help Astrid to my hut, we must discuss what happened," Gothi said quietly. Astrid looked like she wanted to object, seeking to stay with her dragon, but knew that she was safe and out of danger. That danger was now coming for Berk.

Stoick, Bjorn, Astrid, and Gothi sat at the elder's table that was usually covered in tomes and scrolls, but was now clear. She served her guests a pot of tea while Hiccup rested under a mountain of furs in the corner of the room. Gothi had immediately prepared a potion to help his body recover from the rigor of his spell, which she made extra strong on account of his elven physiology.

Both men fidgeted nervously, shooting glances to Hiccup's exposed head, and ears. Astrid's foot tapped up and down as she tried to recall every detail of her encounter with the army of dragons that had attacked her. "What is going on, elder?" Stoick asked, finally.

Gothi hummed to herself and sipped on her goblet of tea, "It is not my place to tell, lad," she said.

"How do you expect me to explain to the village what happened today?" Stoick rumbled in question.

Gothi glanced at Astrid, who caught her look before straightening in her chair. She quickly explained Hiccup and her own unique situation, summoning a small sapphire flame on her fingertip, like Hiccup did all those weeks ago for her. Both their jaws hung loosely as they processed the information. "That's not the real problem, chief!" Astrid urged for her chief to collect himself.

"There is an army heading to Berk! I was exploring far to the east and an armada of ships bearing a white flag with a blue dragon's skull that had a red fisherman's spear through it. There were hundreds of them and-"

Stoick's eyes focused on Astrid as he held a hand up, "This flag, did the dragon's skull have two tusks?" he asked, a hint of fear in his voice.

Astrid desperately thought back, trying to remember the exact details of the flag through her panic and fear. "Y..Yeah, definitely, yes," she said as the details become clearer.

"Bjorn, come with me. We must prepare Berk for war," Stoick said darkly.

"Wait, chief! War with who?" Astrid asked.

"Drago Bludvist, a madman drunk on power," Stoick answered tersely before quickly exiting Gothi's hut and heading back into the village.

Astrid sighed deeply as Gothi poured another goblet of tea for her and herself. The elder just hummed to herself and Astrid found the melody relaxing. "Will Hiccup be okay," she asked.

"He will be fine with rest, lass. You should get some yourself," Gothi commented.

Astrid couldn't find an excuse to remain awake so she slid into a free bed. She was worried about Toothless and Stormfly who were left in the center of Berk but knew that they would be well.

* * *

><p>Astrid woke late in the afternoon the following day. Hiccup was still slumbering in his own bed. He looked much more at peace without the ring disguising his appearance, Astrid thought to herself.<p>

Gothi was hunched over her cauldron, stirring a clear red liquid that she recognized as the potion that eased the burden of spellcasting. Outside she could hear the shouts of men and the thud of boots. "What's going on, Gothi? Astrid asked.

Gothi hummed to herself as she stirred her cauldron, "The one who attacked you, Drago, attacked Stoick at a meeting of chiefs many years ago. He slaughtered everyone at the meet with the exception of Stoick, who managed to escape," the old woman explained.

"Stoick is preparing the island for war, though if he comes with an army of dragons I fear that little he can do would stop Drago," Gothi said sadly, "he has sent messenger Terrors to all of the surrounding islands, warning them of the invasion and calling them to arms. Our only hope is that the Riders of Berk heed the summoning and come to yourself and Hiccup's aid."

"How is he?" Astrid asked after a moment of silence.

"He is well on the road to recovery, he should wake any day now. Toothless and Stormfly have already regained consciousness. I imagine they will be quite happy to see you," Gothi commented.

Astrid threw off the furs covering her and ran out the door, heading for the village center and her dragon. Neither of the dragons had moved but Toothless was now curled protectively around Stormfly, guarding her from any that would her harm. Stormfly squawked loudly at her rider's arrival before Astrid wrapped her arms around her neck and pulled her into a tight hug. Toothless let out a low coo. "Don't worry, Toothless, Hiccup will be fine," she assured the black dragon.

Around Berk men scurried to and fro building ramparts and setting up catapults. Stashes of arrow were hidden in strategic locations, overlooking the harbor and along the crags near the bay. Men and women had grim looks on their face, all of them suited in armor with weapons strapped to their hips and backs. Berk was preparing for war.

Astrid joined in on the preparations, helping wherever she could. The villagers gave her strange looks out of the corners of their eyes when they thought she wasn't looking, but Astrid caught them more often than not. She assumed rumors of Hiccup had spread through the village after Stoick and her father left last evening. Whenever she finished one task she would return to the center of the village and check on Stormfly and Toothless.

After a long day's work, Astrid and the rest of Berk filed into the great hall to eat their fill. They had been working from dawn until dusk preparing the village to repel Drago's army and save their home. Their preparations were well under way but there was no sign of the Riders of Berk or the other villages yet.

The village at in relative silence, only sparse whispers here and there breaking the tension of the pre-battle nerves. Astrid returned to Gothi's hut to check on Hiccup, whose condition hadn't changed, before going to the center of the village to move Stormfly to a safer location with Toothless help. Although she had woken up, Stormfly was in no condition to fight and wasn't safe out in the open. Toothless had mostly recovered and assured Astrid both he and Hiccup would be fit for battle by the time Drago arrived on their shores. Stormfly and the other weak dragons, along with Hiccup, the elderly, the infirm, and the very young, were moved to the caverns below Berk via their entrance in the great hall. Stormfly fiercely objected to being left behind but Astrid had insisted and she gave into her rider's demand in the end.

Astrid dragged herself to her family's home and fell into bed, trying to get a good night's rest. She knew she would need it and sleep would be hard to find on the battlefield. Astrid's instinct was, as usual, correct. She had barely slept a wink when she was awakened by five short blasts of a warhorn followed by a long bellow. The call to arms. She glanced out her window and saw that the moon was still high in the sky. Drago had launched his attack when they were least expecting, and least prepared, for it.

Vikings rose from their slumber and rushed from their houses, many sleeping in their armor, only stopping to grab their weapons as they ran to their stations. Archers began firing volleys into the air blindly, trying to hit the hoard of dragons they could hear, and occasionally see, swooping down and wreaking havoc on Berk. Astrid grabbed a nearby bow and notched an arrow, before arming at the sky and tapping into her supply of magic, "_Fire, expand and consume,_" she commanded. As she let the arrow loose it flew into the darkness of the night before erupting into a ball of fire which grew larger, illuminating the night and taking several dragons down with it.

Astrid felt slightly sick as she killed her first dragon in quite some time, she couldn't help but think that it could be someone elses bonded dragon that they hadn't met yet. She pushed those thoughts out of her head and began firing arrows at targets she could see while the fireball lasted. Around her, other archers did the same. The dragons of Berk took flight, trying to defend their new home. They were hopelessly outmatched and outclassed, Drago's army of dragons was superior in number and were garbed in armor.

Eventually Astrid's fire magic ate itself away to nothingness and she felt the drain on her energy hit her. She had to be careful with her magic useage if she was to last the entire battle. Back to being blinded by the night, Astrid picked up the sound of a loud whistle. A moment later, before anyone could react, an explosion of light and heat rocked the island as Toothless let loose a vicious fireblast that smote the invading armada of ships in Berk's harbor, sending many to their watery graves. Toothless fought a fierce aerial battle with the dragons he met in the sky, slipping in and out of the shadows to give himself the advantage. Drago's dragons never knew what hit them as Toothless maimed or killed all those who threatened his rider.

The battle for Berk raged on for several more hours before the sun finally began its' ascent into the sky. Toothless had smote more ships, causing them to give up on taking the docks without taking heavy casualties. The corpses of fallen men and dragons littered the ground, the earth slick with their gore. Astrid looked around and saw the fatigue in the warriors of Berk and knew they were fighting a losing battle. Not even the fiercest of dragon raids was this daunting. Astrid could see more ships moored off the island, waiting to sent into battle. More dragons, still, circled the ships or lazed on their decks. Astrid realized that the night attack had merely been the first wave.

Toothless perched on the roofs of two destroyed homes and part of the ramparts surrounding the village, eyeing the invaders dangerously. Without him, Berk surely would have fallen in the night. Those who could not fight struggled to fletch more arrows to provide their archers with ample ammunition, and Berk was quickly running out of feathers. Gobber worked tirelessly to repair damaged weapons, armor, and forge more arrowheads. Several of the older men or other craftsman had joined him in the forge, trying to lighten his burden. A team of guardsmen surrounded the smithy, armed to the teeth, their sole mission to guard the building and its occupants with their lives. Countless dragon corpses lay strewn around the smithy, riddled with arrows.

Astrid was about to lay on the ground and try to rest but quickly pushed the thought from her mind as a detachment of ships and dragons made way for Berk, signalling the start of the second wave of battle. With the sun up, Berk could more accurately put their archers to use, and they would not be as easily caught unawares. As many dragons that littered the streets of Berk, even more charred corpses of men were strewn. Astrid readied her bow and notched another arrow, readying for the coming assault. Toothless and the other dragons took a deep breath to unleash their fire upon the enemy. And, once again, Hel was set loose on Berk.

The second wave of fighting lasted well into high noon, with many more men and dragons joining the dead on both sides. Once again Toothless had prevented the ships from taking the harbor but they drew his attention from killing the dragons in the sky, who pressed their advantage by killing as many archers as possible or destroying their caches of arrows, which had become more precious than human lives. The warriors of Berk were covered in gore and the ground was slick with the blood of the dead and the dying, it seemed to rain the vile red liquid. Berk had weathered the storm, again, but the cost was great. They were ready to fall.

The flagship of the armada came forth, leading the final charge. Behind it were the rest of the ships and Drago's army of dragons flying above them. There were more bows than archers to wield them, and many lay down their arms, embracing the corpses of their fallen loved ones. Berk had been broken, this was their end. As if to deny them even the most basic of honors, the army stopped in the harbor. Astrid thought that maybe Drago had decided to grant them mercy and spare those who survived. Her hopes quickly turned to ash as a massive gray dragon erupted from beneath the waves of the harbor. It had two long, ivory tusks extending from its jaws, and a mane of appendages decorated the crown of its head. Its hide was a blue-gray-white mix, giving the impression of dirty ice. It had two beady eyes with a seemingly rainbow of colors in its sclera. Two slits of abyss formed its pupils. The dragon itself was larger than even the Red Death, perhaps even twice the size. Perhaps Hiccup was wrong, there were gods, and they were dealing divine punishment on Berk for some unknown slight.

Appearing on the beast's head was a large man with broad shoulders who wielded a long spear. His hair was matted and fell to his the small of his back. His skin was olive in color and his face had a permanent maniacal look engraved on it. That could only be Drago. Astrid's mine instantly began going through the archives of magical knowledge Hiccup and Gothi imparted to her, searching for a spell that could kill the tyrant. She was too tired, too weak, to cast a spell of such strength and distance. She couldn't kill Drago with magic now. Drago simply laughed evilly, and urged his beast forward, descending on the broken village of Berk.

Toothless growled ferociously, the sound deafening. Many warriors of Berk felt their swords, armor, and helmets vibrate at the sound. Had they not been facing such horrors it would have been the most terrifying noise they had ever heard. As the great white dragon approached the crags of Berk, it turned its gaze on Toothless and focused on him. The black dragon's growling ceased and he hunkered down, as if to avoid a blow. Astrid felt the collision of two ferocious minds battling each other and knew that the white dragon was attempting to subjugate Toothless. She would never let that happen. Astrid hid in a nearby destroyed house before sitting down and closing her eyes, sending her mind to the aid of Toothless.

Toothless sensed Astrid, keenly aware of the melody of her mind, and let her into his own. Together, they sparred against Drago's beast, each seeking to overcome the other. Astrid never felt Drago's own mind with his dragon's, so she assumed, and thanked whatever gods there were, that he was not a bonded rider like her and Hiccup.

Their mental battle continued for thirty minutes and Astrid could feel them losing. She was not Toothless' bonded rider, and she was not nearly as skilled as Hiccup in such duels. They were going to lose. Hiccup's dire warning about the consequences of losing such a battle rang in her mind and increased her fear. The white dragon began slowly advancing on Berk once again as it realized it was going to win, only to stop, looming above the crags.

The last of the defenders of Berk were engaged in a final, desperate battle to defend their home. They had fallen back to the great hall, using it as a fortress, consolidating their defenses. It was also where their families were hiding, and it gave them the strength to fight on beyond the limits normal men could. Stoick, Fisker, and Bjorn swung their weapons in wide arcs, swatting men and dragons alike away from the doors of the great hall but were slowly being pushed back.

Astrid was just about to give in when she heard thunderous boom erupt from the great hall. A sudden presence melded with Toothless, feral and angry, before it viciously assault the mind of the white dragon. The beast, not expecting such resistance, physically recoiled as if struck. The mind was so foreign to her that she would not have recognized it as Hiccup's had she not felt Toothless emotions flow through his mind. Fueled by his rage, Hiccup forgoed all technique, and exerted the full brunt of his mental strength on the white dragon's mind, seeking to crush it in a deathgrip.

Astrid turned to see the defenders rallying at the great hall, leading them was Hiccup. He was a blur of darkness and emerald as he moved so fast it appeared as if multiple Hiccup's were fighting at once. He was a storm of slashes, stabs, and strikes. Every swing of his blade fell an enemy, neither man nor dragon could withstand his onslaught. A mist of blood followed him as he waded into the thick of battle, vikings charging behind him, roaring battlecries. All the while Astrid could feel his mind assault the white dragon, almost like his body was acting on its own while the mind battled.

Drago's army that had been assaulting the great hall was in full retreat as the villagers of Berk, led by Hiccup, cut them down from behind as they fled. Astrid heard screams of "demon!" echo out from the warriors Drago had brought with him. Thoroughly routed, Hiccup broke from the defenders and charged for Toothless, all the while maintaining his attack on the white dragon. He mounted the black dragon in one quick, unnatural motion. Toothless leapt into the air and dived for the head of the white dragon, latching on, and gouging at its eyes and snout with his claws. Drago retreated onto the back of his dragon, leaping down from its massive skull. Hiccup followed him, All-slayer drawn, coated in gore.

The white dragon roared in pain turned away from the crags of Berk, giving Astrid and the villagers a clear view of the duel between Hiccup and Drago. Astrid was surprised, however, to find Drago holding up to Hiccup's vicious onslaught of blows that he was raining down upon the warlord. "He can use magic!" she realized instantly. Drago was strengthening his body to be on par with Hiccup's natural elven strength and speed.

The defenders of Berk cleaned up the last of Drago's army and stood near the crags, covered in blood and guts, watching a familiar scene; Hiccup and Toothless locked in mortal combat against a foe beyond them all. First the Red Death, and now Drago and his beast. Behind Hiccup, off to the horizon, Astrid caught sight of an armada of viking longships and two dozen dragons flying through the air, racing towards them. Better late than never, Astrid chuckled.

Hiccup continued to rain blows down upon Drago, who although blocked the attack, was quickly tiring, running out of arcane energy to fuel his body. The wards preventing his spear from breaking were quickly eroding under the extreme strength of Hiccup's blows and the durability of All-slayer. Toothless wracked at the soft flesh of the white dragon's neck, sinking fang and claw deep. The beast roared in pain again as it tried to dislodge the black dragon.

Hiccup, sensing his opponents weakness, locked weapons with Drago before disarming him with a quick series of strikes with his free hand. With a quick flick of his sword he sent the spear flying into the sea below before sinking the blade of All-slayer into Drago's abdomen. Tapping into the sword's darker enchantments, he whispered, "Devour him, Allr-Bani."

The blade of shadow slithered to life and erupted into toxic emerald fire, licking at the warlords flesh, eroding it to nothingness. Hiccup stared into his eyes as the light of life left Drago's body and flowed into his sword, converting the man to pure arcane energy. Hiccup gave a feral grin as he felt the lake of energy he had been collecting over the past five years swell at the death of the mad warlord.

"Foolish elf… lord Loki will crush your pathetic race," Drago uttered with his dying breath before being reduced to nothing.

The white dragon, sensing its master's demise, entered a rage. Hiccup mounted Toothless as the duo hovered above the beast. Combining their strengths once more, they crushed all the defences the white dragon could muster before subjugating it to their will. Forcing it to open its mouth and look in their direction, Toothless charged a powerful fireblast, empowered by a large portion of his and Hiccup's arcane energy, and launched it down the dragon's throat.

The creature rupted into fire and light as it burned to death from the inside out, its dying wails echoing over the ocean and the island of Berk. Cheers of victory and joy erupted from the warriors of Berk as they realized they had been victorious in their battle. Villagers filed out of the great hall to find loved ones, living or dead. Many vikings found a large keg of mead and found a clean place to sleep, which was difficult due to the sheer amount of gore coating the island, and drank until slumber took them.

Others began the long process of cleaning the streets of blood and corpses, the bodies too numerous to give proper burials. The bodies of dragons and Drago's men were piled unceremoniously and burned in a large pile. The dead of Berk were given full honors and sent off to Valhalla in grand pyre ships.

* * *

><p>A month later, the village of Berk looked much like it did before the battle. The community had came together, stronger than ever, and with the support of their allies rebuilt for the first time since the end of the dragon raids. Fish and Snot took personal control of the reconstruction effort, with Fish designing the new houses, and Snot organizing the workers. The bones of the dead Bewilderbeast, as they had learned it to be named, stood in the harbor, snow white against the blue of the ocean. An eerie reminder of both their failure and triumph, proof to all who visited that they had slain the most mightiest of beasts and lived to tell the tale.<p>

Rumors spread through the village about Hiccup and Astrid's true natures, and so they decided to simply explain the truth to them. The truth had only served to endear Hiccup to the people of Berk even more so, one of their owned turned into a god, returning to save them, twice, in their darkest hour. They took the existence of magic quite well, and Gothi also admitted to the village that she was a spellcaster, although not anywhere near the power of Hiccup or Astrid.

Eventually Hiccup decided they had lingered on Berk long enough, and told Astrid they would be leaving for Nidavellir within the week. Astrid packed her meager possessions and explained the situation to Berk. They didn't understand fully, but knew that their two strongest had a destiny that was too important to remain on Berk. The night before they left, Berk threw the grandest feast that had been recorded in recent history. All neighboring tribes were invited to join in the celebrations, and hundreds of vikings from across the archipelago made the voyage. No one wanted to miss the departure of two figures who were sure to be sung in sagas and epics for all eternity.

The next morning Hiccup and Astrid were both awake before the rest of the village, dressed in their black flight leathers. The two riders made last minute checks on their equipment before mounting their dragons and ascending into the air. Astrid had wanted to leave early to avoid saying her goodbyes, it was too much to bear knowing that the next time they saw each other her family would be old or dead. Though she may roam the realms as a rider of the Order, Berk would always remain her home. She would see that the tiny village stayed afloat and prospered throughout the ages.

Hiccup and Astrid flew far north, and Hiccup taught her spells to ward off the cold. They would be travelling deep into the icy kingdom that ruled the caps of Midgard. Astrid nagged Hiccup constantly for information about the World Gate, her thirst for knowledge unsatiated by anything Hiccup could tell her. She would have to see it for herself. Eventually after half a day's flight they saw the outline that marked the ring of the World Gate high in the sky, barely visible through the perpetual storm of snow and ice that covered the region.

It was time to take the next step in their journey.

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Chapter seven will probably be released sometime between the 23rd and 27th, after my finals are done. I may or may not release a small one shot that I've been playing with in my head for the past couple of days which follows Hiccup if he had taken a different path, one without dragons. I think you guys will enjoy it, if you like my style of writing. **Warning:** it will have character death.

Some of you caught that I made a bit of a math mistake in the last chapter, where there were twenty-five students sorted into pairs of two. I didn't exactly make it clear, due to the concise nature of the training description, but Magnus and Vigr, the two children from the Peaceable country, were both paired with Hoggvandi, the oldest of the riders-in-training. It was difficult for Hiccup to place the lot of them because Magnus and Vigr were children with no combat experience while Hoggvandi was a seasoned veteran. The pairs were meant to draw out the most potential in each of the members. In this case, Hoggvandi taught Magnus and Vigr the way of the axe, and in doing so, improved the basics of his own technique. I hope that clarifies some things.

The capital of Alfheim, Miotvior, comes from Norse, and means "tree which measures extent or limits of the world" or "tree which metes out fate". I felt like it was an apt name for the capital of the nature loving elves, don't you think?

The Order's oath draws from the Night's Watch oath, the Roman sacramentum, and the seven virtues.

Wow, this chapter was long, clocking in at just over 24.5k words (48 pages in Google docs!). I had initially estimated 20-30k so I guess I hit my mark, eh? This chapters marks the end of the Berk arc and the start of the Nidavellir/dwarves arc. How did you guys like this chapter? I really didn't want to split the chapter in two because I felt like the cliffhanger between now and the next update would be killer.

A lot happened in this chapter and I hope you guys enjoy reading it as much as I did writing it.

As always, read and review,

- Musica


	7. The Realm of the Dwarves

**Hail to the King**

* * *

><p>The wind howled and raged, bearing the full might of its fury on Hiccup and Astrid. They were far, far to the north of Berk, in a land where the sun never rose and the torrential storm of snow and ice never stopped. Despite Hiccup teaching her spells to ward off the elements she still shivered in the harsh environment they found themselves in. The dragons were faring better than their riders were, Stormfly shrugged off the cold and Toothless didn't seem to mind at all. Their progress was slow as they travelled north, what would have taken Toothless a mere hour, took several days even with Stormfly pushing herself to her limits. Hiccup and Toothless didn't mind, time mattered little to the immortal.<p>

The storm they were flying through seemed to increase in intensity. Astrid held up her hand where she thought her eyes were and only saw pure white. Around her was a void of white, warping her perception. She felt the gentle caress of Hiccup's mind on her own, before letting down her defenses and allowing him in. "We're almost there, a few more minutes at most," he explained to her. Toothless and Stormfly had kept in contact with each other through their minds, the more experience black dragon guiding them through the storm.

"What's Nidavellir like?" Astrid asked Hiccup, they had kept their minds connected, anchoring their sanity in the storm of the void. The conversation would help to ease their mutual panic.

"It's difficult to describe," Hiccup said, "each of the realms are vastly different compared to Midgard. Each have their own peculiarities, you wouldn't believe me if I told you. Best to see for yourself."

His explanation did little to quell her curiosity, which had been on the rise for weeks prior to them leaving Berk. At the thought of her home, Astrid felt a pang of pain in her heart. Her brothers had wept at her departure, even the stoic Hagen. After learning much of the truth, the village had supported her decision to train with Hiccup abroad. It didn't lessen the pain she felt at not seeing her family and friends again for so many years. Hiccup couldn't give her a time frame to when her training would be complete, only telling her that it would depend on her effort. After she became a knight, she would serve the Order, doing various missions and tasks set before her. If she had any free time, it would be then that she could return to Berk for brief visits.

"We're here," Hiccup said. Astrid felt the storm's fury lessen at his words as they entered the eye of the storm. Snow continued to pour down upon them but Astrid's visibility had increased greatly. She looked up in the sky, and floating thousands of feet above her, was a single ring. Its silhouette only barely visible through the snow, Astrid could still tell that it was titanic in size. She had adjusted well to the perception of viewing the world from dragonback.

Hiccup and Toothless snaked through the air, heading for the silhouette of the World Gate high in the sky. Astrid and Stormfly followed their masters closely behind. The closer they got, the larger the ring appeared to be. Eventually they reached its height and Astrid beheld the World Gate's true size, it was the largest thing she had ever seen. Many tens of islands of Berk could fit inside the ring of the World Gate with ease and still have room for more. "The World Gate," Hiccup said grandly, "the path between the realms, crafted from the bark of Yggdrasil before time immemorial."

Astrid and Stormfly stared at the gate with wide eyes and slack jaws. It was truly a wonder of the natural world. Toothless steadied his flight, giving his rider some sense of comfort. Hiccup closed his eyes and began reciting the long chant that would power the gate and take them to the halls of the dwarves. Astrid and Stormfly perked up and focused on their masters, watching and learning. They could both feel the river of power Hiccup exuded, channeling into the gate. His words were quick but eloquent and spoken clearly. The language of the elves sounded beautiful to Astrid and Stormfly, who rarely heard Hiccup speak it for so long. They heard the songs of birds, the trickle of a stream, the rustle of leaves, the whispers of the wind.

Hiccup's chanting continued on for several minutes, his energy never wavering. Such a display clearly defined the difference in power between himself and Astrid. Her mood worsened as she beheld Hiccup's feat of strength. She was brought out of her thoughts by the hum of the air, which buzzed with power. Inside the ring of the World Gate, the air began to shimmer and dance, ablaze with every color imaginable. In the twilight of the storm its glow was like the sun. Eventually Hiccup's chanting ceased and a strange substance, almost like water, filled the space within the ring of the gate. Peering into its depths Astrid could see nothing but hues of stone. She gaze Hiccup a quick glance and found that his breathing was labored. "Are you okay, Hiccup?" she asked in concern.

"Yeah, I'll be fine. Opening the gate is always arduous," he said simply.

"What do we do now?" Astrid asked, a small hint of fear coming through in her voice.

Hiccup just smirked and gestured for her to fly forward, into the gate. Astrid and Stormfly felt their stomachs churn in anxiety but moved forward, gliding towards the shimmering rainbow of light. Both closed their eyes as they moved forward and felt the arcane energy around them grab onto their very being and hurl them forward into the unknown. Hiccup and Toothless entered immediately after them with no hesitation, having braved the gate many times before.

A violent vertigo held Astrid and Stormfly as they felt their bodies be torn apart and put back together. They felt no pain, and sensed that they were, strangely, not in danger, but the feeling made them ill. After what seemed like several minutes, their senses return to them, and they were floating aimlessly in no particular direction. Above and below them in all directions, seemingly years away, were the washed out gray of stone. Above them, or maybe below them, somewhere, was a sphere of light that could only be the sun.

Astrid heard a humming sound behind her and turned to find Hiccup and Toothless exiting the gate with practiced grace. Its charges now safely transported, the energy powering the World Gate dissipated. Hiccup had a smug look on his face has he beheld Astrid's awe and panic.

"Where are we, Hiccup?" Astrid asked crossly.

"Nidavellir," Hiccup shrugged, "the world here is a little different than Midgard. Nidavellir is drifting through the limbs of Yggdrasil, anchored to nothing. Its sun is encased within the stone prison that is the world itself. If you dig through the stone enough, eventually you come across a barrier of ice that is impossible to break."

Astrid's mind reeled, trying to understand the strangeness of the place she had just stumbled upon. "But… how is such a thing possible?" she stammered in confusion.

Hiccup smirked, "Magic," was all he said, "come, we'll be late for our welcoming party. It's a little strange flying without a sense of direction, but you'll get used to it."

Hiccup and Toothless began their descent towards a far off bed of stone, thousands and thousands of leagues below them. Astrid and Stormfly followed them, the lack of sense of direction played tricks on their minds. There was no up or down, only forward. In truth, Astrid could not tell if they were even flying right side up. The descent to the stone floor of Nidavellir was a long journey, hours passed and Hiccup and Astrid played a game of riddles to ease the passage of time.

After what felt to be four hours, though it was impossible to tell, Astrid eventually saw the details of the ground begin to fill in. She could begin to see what looked like signs of civilization, but it looked strange to her eyes, as dwarven culture was foreign to her knowledge. Another thirty minutes of flight and Astrid saw that Hiccup was leading them to a large crevice in the stone. In front of which were two guardian statues, much like the ones that guarded Berk's harbor. As they got closer and closer to the crevice the guardians appeared larger and larger until Astrid swore her eyes were playing tricks on her.

As they approached the maw, she truly beheld the size of the stone guardians. Hewn from the very rock, were two men, whom Astrid assumed to be dwarven, holding massive two-handed battleaxes. They were so finely chiselled that Astrid could make out the individual strands of hair in their beards and the pores of their skin. It looked almost as if they were alive, ready to move and defend their home at a moment's notice. They easily stood thousands of feet tall, and would take several tens of minutes flying at full speed to scale from foot to head. It was a marvel of construction and engineering, crafted by true master masons whose skill was unmatched by any other. "The Gaeta," Hiccup said, gesturing to the statues, "the guardians of the realm. They were chiselled from the stone by the first dwarves an eternity ago. None now living can remember a time before their vigil nor the masters who crafted them."

"Incredible," Astrid whispered to Stormfly in their minds, "I didn't think such a thing was possible, even with magic." Stormfly cooed, mirroring her rider's thoughts.

Hiccup led them into the crevice as darkness swallowed them. Far in the distance Astrid could see the warm glow of fire illuminating the walls of stone around them. On either side of her, hundreds of feet away, were small specks of torchlight. "The dwarves keep watch all day, every day," Hiccup explained to her, "this is the grandest of all dwarven cities, their capital, Steinn'garor, the Stone Hall."

They flew forward for another hour before emerged into a cavern of immense proportions. Inside, countless homes were hewn from the rock, each grand and perfect in its design. Several buildings looked so foreign and strange that they seemed to break the rules of the world. In the center of the metropolis was an ocean of molten rock, providing the city with heat and light necessary for survival. Strange machines seemed to dot the landscape, their purpose escaping Astrid. Hiccup was heading towards a grand estate that seemed to sprawl for miles in either direction at the far southern end of the city, opposite the entrance of the cavern.

As Hiccup made to land, Astrid could see a small crowd gathering below them, which she assumed to be their greeting party. The two riders and their dragons landed deftly on the ground below, the assembled crowd parting to give them plenty of space. Hiccup dismounted first and a small man with a large white beard hobbled forward, using a cane for support. Astrid quickly dismounted Stormfly and jogged over to stand next to Hiccup. The dwarves around them gave Astrid and Stormfly strange looks. Astrid noted their appearance. The dwarves looked to be normal men, except they were much shorter and broader. They were stocky and had long arms that seemed to give them odd proportions. The men all had thick beards with intricate braids and ornaments adorning them. The women were distinguishable from the men only in that they lacked beards and the presence of their breasts. Both sexes were covered in a thick layer of muscle.

Hiccup and the elder dwarf spoke in a strange language, one that Astrid had never heard before. Stormfly suggested that it was dwarven, which made sense. It was a primal language that sounded like stone grinding against stone. Eventually the old dwarf beckoned for someone from the crowd to step forth. A man and a woman bustled forth, the man stopped before Hiccup before grasping him a fierce bear hug and lifting him off the ground, squeezing him in a vice like grip. Astrid could hear his bones pop under the strain. The woman just laughed at the man's actions.

"It is good to see you again, Vrangr, my friend," the dwarf said in Norse.

"It's good to see you too, Ragnarr," Hiccup responded, his voice taught from the bear hug.

Ragnarr released Hiccup from his embrace and he dropped lightly onto the balls of his feet. "Astrid, this is Ragnarr, and his wife, Magnhildr. They will be our hosts during the duration of our stay."

"As you both already know," Hiccup said to Ragnarr and Magnhildr, "this is Astrid, my squire."

Ragnarr, Magnhildr, and Astrid exchanged greetings and pleasantries. The other dwarves talked with Hiccup in their own tongue and Astrid was immensely grateful that Ragnarr and Magnhildr both were fluent speakers of Norse. Soon the crowd of dwarves dispersed leaving the riders and their hosts alone.

"Well come on then, let's get you two settled into your quarters," Magnhildr said cheerfully.

Hiccup and Astrid picked up their belongings and Ragnarr and Magnhildr led them through the estate. The grounds were covered in an array of machines and workshops, with several dwarves hard at work on their craft at each. Astrid saw a dwarf working on what she assumed was some sort of weapon of war, a complicated thing made of metal and cogs. Another labored over a very detailed stone bust. They passed a large hole in the ground, from which a tall ladder emerged. A large forge stood next to it with tens of dwarves hard at work smelting metal. All stopped and greeted Ragnarr as he passed by.

Hiccup, seeing Astrid's curiosity, leaned over and whispered to her, "Ragnarr is a prince, seventeenth in line to the throne. He's also the heir of the Konungr'hamarr clan, who are renowned for their forging and smithing. They provide most of the metal in the city."

Astrid nodded and filed the information away in case she needed it later. She found the dwarven words were difficult to pronounce. After a ten minute stroll the group arrived at the gates of what could only be called a small palace. The doors were carved from stone and swung on large hinges of steel. Inlaid into the door were carvings of dwarves, battles, and riches. In the center was a crest of a hammer striking an anvil with nine stars around it. All of the intricate carvings were trimmed with gold, silver, and precious jewels. It was more wealth than Astrid had ever thought she would see, even if every viking in the archipelago pooled their coin in one spot.

The doors swung inward to allow them entrance. A small gulley of gold lined the floor on either side of them, filled with burning oil, which gave off a golden glow that illuminated their path clearly. The two servants who had opened the doors for them fell into place behind them at a respectable distance.

"I take it you'll want your regular rooms?" Ragnarr asked Hiccup.

"If it's not too much trouble," he replied politely. Ragnarr nodded and sent one of the servants following him off to prepare their quarters.

"So, Vrangr," Magnhildr said with a hint of teasing in her voice, "how was your time on Midgard? I heard the elves were in quite the panic when you went missing, they feared the dark elves had gotten to you finally."

Hiccup rolled his eyes while Astrid listened intently. "As if some dark elf scum could capture me," he deadpanned while Ragnarr and Magnhildr chuckled lowly, "my little foray into Midgard was well worth it as you can see."

"Sigrid will be devastated you brought company," Magnhildr joked.

A moment later a fierce battle cry erupted from behind them startling the entire group. Astrid turned around just in time to see Hiccup barely dodge a mighty blow from a massive two-handed war hammer, whose head looked bigger than Stormfly's. The strike connected with the wall, earning a mighty thud from it but not breaking. "Vrangr!" a young dwarf woman roared, before charging with her war hammer held high, going for another strike. In one quick motion Hiccup kicked the dwarf in the chest and sent her skidding down the length of the hall.

Astrid stood in a stance with her battleaxe readied, thinking they were being attacked. "A good try, Sigrid," Hiccup said as the dwarf woman picked herself off the floor.

"This is our daughter, Sigrid," Ragnarr introduced to Astrid, "she has proclaimed herself to be Vrangr's greatest rival, you'll have to excuse her manners."

Sigrid grumbled and picked up her giant war hammer before slinking over to her parents and their guests. Astrid sheathed her axe and examined the daughter of their hosts. She short, like the rest of her race, and would have been seen as no more than a child next to a human. Her mess of brown hair was tied together in a messy braid that ran down her back. Like most dwarves her appearance belied her strength. Her features were more angular and rounded, giving her a more feminine appearance. Astrid supposed that, for a dwarf, she may be quite beautiful.

"So, you're the new rider, huh..." Sigrid half stated, half asked Astrid, her eyes running up and down her figure, examining the human, "I'm Sigrid Ragnarsdottir, a pleasure to make your acquaintance." Sigrid held out a hand to shake Astrid's own, her other arm holding up the immense weight of her weapon. It was an unnatural display of strength, one she had yet to grow used to despite Hiccup's presence. He rarely used nor flaunted his power.

Astrid shook the proffered hand and gave it a quick but firm shake in greeting. "I'm Astrid Hofferson, well met," she returned politely, surprised at Sigrid's fluency in Norse. Ragnarr and Hiccup began walking down the hall side by side, talking to each other in hushed tones. Astrid, Magnhildr, and Sigrid followed them, talking amongst themselves. Hiccup gave a small backward glance to make sure anyone was listening in on his conversation before Ragnarr continued to brief him on the state of affairs on Nidavellir. The tour through the estate took nearly an hour before they finally reached the rooms that were given to them. They were on the far side of the palace, on the uppermost floor. Their rooms were luxurious in every sense of the word, all stone furnishings chiseled to perfection, fine silk linens, gold and silver adorned even common objects. The best part was, however, the view. All the rooms in the hall that Hiccup and Astrid were staying in were connected by a giant balcony that hung over a massive cliff. Far below them was the city of Steinn'garor, in all its glory. The balcony itself was large enough to accommodate Toothless and Stormfly, so that dragon and rider need not be separated.

Astrid settled into her own room, which was next to Hiccup's, and began to unpack her things. She had brought little with her from Berk, as she had few worldly possessions to begin with. The village had given her many gifts before leaving, saying that a rider from Berk should have only the best. An assortment of fine furs, courtesy of the hunters. Gobber gifted her his best whetstone. Stoick had given her a small fortune in gold and silver coins, at least to Astrid's eyes. Fish's father had outfitted her with a new wardrobe of fine garments that befitted her new station, as well as thick fur armor for their journey north. Her mother and father had both gifted her a single small throwing axe, both of which formed a matching pair. The cooks of the great hall gave her a leatherbound book of all their recipes as well as ample food supplies for both her and Hiccup during their travels.

The last thing she took with her was the small journal Hiccup had given all the students during dragon training. Between the daily entries from dragon training as well as reading countless scrolls, journals, and tomes that Gothi owned, Astrid had developed an interest in writing. Seeing as she had nothing to do until her training continued, and not wanting to explore on her own, she sat down at a fine gilded stationery desk and began cataloguing the day's events. The small journal had filled up with knowledge about dragons, the arcane, the realms, and information about the Order, and it was quickly running out of pages. After some time had passed two dull knocks echoed on her door, the sound muffled by the stone.

Astrid opened the door to find Hiccup standing before her in clothes similar to the dwarves in fashion, a white tunic with no sleeves whose material was light to combat the heat of Nidavellir, and a set of brown leather breeches with no fabric lower than the knees. "Up for some lunch?" Hiccup asked her.

Astrid quirked an eyebrow, "Isn't it a bit late for lunch?" she responded. When they went through the World Gate the sun had been well on its descent through the sky.

"It was only just morning on Nidavellir when we arrived," Hiccup shrugged, "better to stay up now and adjust your sleep."

Astrid stood from her desk and followed Hiccup as he led her through their host's palace to a large set of stone doors before they opened on silent hinges, giving them passage of its own accord. Inside was a hall with several long tables that stretched the length of the room, dwarves sat here and there with food piled high on their plates. At the head of the center table sat Ragnarr, and to his right was Magnhildr, and to his left was Sigrid. Hiccup and Astrid moved to join them, with Hiccup sitting next to Manghildr and Astrid next to Sigrid. Two servants quickly brought plates of food to them, and Astrid noted that they brought no meat for Hiccup, they knew him well enough to cater to his tastes. Astrid's own plate was piled high with various meats of beast and fish.

"I'll never understand how you elves can survive when you eat like rabbits," Sigrid commented as she lifted a large leg of some beast and took a large bite from it.

"Perhaps during the next festival you can go to Alfheim and find out?" Hiccup responded coyly, a slight jab to Sigrid, having never left Nidavellir. It was rare for dwarves to venture from their realm, unless they were riders.

Sigrid harrumphed and returned to her lunch, much to everyone's amusement. "When will you begin training your young apprentice?" Ragnarr asked Hiccup.

"Tomorrow," Hiccup answered, taking a sip of dwarven wine, "actually, I was thinking of borrowing Sigrid. Astrid hasn't sparred with anyone except me. It would be a good learning experience for the both of them."

"I see no problem with that," Ragnarr and Magnhildr commented, "we can even invite the clan to watch. They do love a good fight." Sigrid was slightly insulted that her parents thought she needed formal training and Astrid's mind reeled trying to figure out how she was going to beat her opponent's inhuman strength.

"Good, we'll start tomorrow afternoon," Hiccup said, as he peeled the skin off a strange fruit Astrid had never seen in her life.

The table's occupants remained silent until their meal was finished before excusing themselves to attend to their duties. Hiccup gestured for Astrid to follow him as he led her out the front door of the palace and onto the estate grounds. They made their way through the maze of workshops, smithy's, and mines before they arrived at a large clearing filled with sand. "This is the arena," Hiccup explained, "you'll be sparring here with Sigrid tomorrow."

Astrid dropped from the stone floor of Nidavellir onto the coarse sand, landing lightly on her feet. She nodded, acknowledging Hiccup's words. "Dwarves are one of the most naturally strong races, only the Jotnar surpass them. Their stout stature makes it hard to overpower or knock them off balance. In dragon training on Berk you were the strongest student, but here, you are the weakest. If you want to win tomorrow you'll need to play to your opponent's weaknesses, use your speed and technique to outplay them. The dwarves are naturally less agile than their taller counterparts, and they cannot use magic. If you can survive Sigrid's full strength she has nothing left to defeat you with," Hiccup lectured as Astrid listened with rapt attention, committing his advice to memory.

"The only magic allowed in your spar will be strength enhancement, nothing else. We'll spend the rest of today going over the words for the enchantment and test your limits in holding the spell," Hiccup said before he began to recite the old Norse words Gothi had taught him. Astrid followed along, perfectly in sync, her lips never fumbling her words. After several minutes of chanting they finished applying the enchantment, Astrid stretched, testing the feel of her body. Hiccup nodded, satisfied with her work.

"Good, hand me your axe," he requested, holding out his hand. Astrid deposited the weapon with a bit of hesitance. Hiccup said a quick few words in elvish and the axe glowed emerald for a second before he returned it to Astrid. It felt many hundred times heavier than it normally weighed.

Hiccup withdrew All-slayer and began to recite the words that would dull it's blade. Astrid repeated the process on her axe. Their weapons flashed emerald and sapphire, respectively, before they took their stances and began their usual dance. Astrid was cautious as Hiccup circled her like a predator stalks it's prey. His feet padded on the sand lightly, barely disturbing it, displaying his natural elven grace. Astrid knew this spar would be much more difficult than the ones she had on Berk.

In a quick motion Hiccup darted forward in a blur of white before bringing All-slayer down hard against the head of Astrid's axe, locking them in a contest of strength. Astrid held her own before Hiccup's superior strength began to win the contest. Her instincts kicked in, Hiccup's earlier words echoed through her mind. Astrid quickly disengaged and kicked away from him, her magically enhanced strength sending her some yards away from her opponent. Not a moment after her feet touched the sand she was in motion again, circling to Hiccup's right, trying to get behind his guard. They clashed violently again and Astrid quickly parried his blow before continuing on her encirclement. "Good," Hiccup commented.

Hiccup and Astrid continued their spar late into the evening. Hiccup focused on clashing weapons and testing Astrid's strength while Astrid focused on minimizing Hiccup's superior strength and tried to break his guard. By the time the lamps that dotted Steinn'garor began to dim, signaling the night that never came to the dwarve's home, Astrid was thoroughly exhausted. Her muscles trembled from exertion and her mind was sluggish from continued magic use. "You've improved quite a bit," Hiccup commented as he sat down on the sand next to Astrid, "your limit at full strength is about forty-five minutes but you can sustain the enchantment much longer if you need to."

"Do I really have a chance at beating Sigrid?" Astrid asked, "I saw her attack you when we arrived here, she's stronger and more experienced than I am, isn't she?"

"She is," Hiccup said, "but that doesn't mean you can't win. Even if you lose, it matters little, no one expects you to be unbeatable, yet."

Astrid contemplated her fight tomorrow as she stared at the opening of the crevice that led to the dwarven city. The light of the sun shone through, illuminating the city in twilight in the absence of it's lamps. "It's kind of weird, the dwarves never have a real night," Astrid commented.

"It is," Hiccup agreed. Both of them sat in companionable silence for a time before Toothless and Stormfly came to fetch their riders, eager to go flying. Rider and dragon flew high above the city, lazily gliding on the air currents. Eventually Hiccup guided them to the balcony that led to their rooms at the palace and landed. Astrid dismounted and Stormfly curled up to sleep.

Hiccup made no move to dismount and return to his own room, "I have some things to see to," he said to Astrid, "I'll be back later, get some rest. You'll need it." Astrid nodded and walked into her own room, parting the curtain that acted as the door to the balcony. Hiccup and Toothless returned to the sky and flew to the outskirts of the city, before landing on a nondescript crag. He dismounted Toothless and looked around, ensuring he had not been followed or that someone had been lying it wait for him. Just to be safe, he casted a few quick spells to ward off eavesdroppers before withdrawing a small black stone from Toothless' saddle.

He placed the stone on the ground and whispered a few words before stepping back and waiting. After a few short minutes the air above the stone flickered to life as an a woman materialized out of emerald light. "Master," Hiccup greeted, bowing slightly in respect.

"Ah, Vrangr, I was hoping you would contact me soon," the woman said coyly, "your journey went well I take it?"

"As well as usual," Hiccup responded.

"Good, good. I have a task for you, our agents have encountered some trouble on the realm. A dwarf captain and his fleet bars passage to the deepest reservoirs on Nidavellir, he has been a thorn in our side for quite some time. Luckily for us, he is also quite the thorn for the dwarves as well. I imagine that in some days time they will officially request your assistance as a member of the Order to help facilitate negotiations with him," the woman explained.

"What would you have me do?" Hiccup asked.

The woman smiled. "Eliminate the captain in a manner that would not draw suspicion," she ordered darkly.

"It will be done," Hiccup said, before bowing again. The woman smiled again and her image flickered out of existence as the magic powering the stone was severed.

Hiccup and Toothless shared a quick glance. "Come on, bud," Hiccup said, "let's get some sleep." Rider and dragon ascended back into the skies and made their way back to their room for the night. It had been several hours since they had parted from Astrid and it was now the dead of night in Steinn'garor.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup had returned to his normal routine of sleeping until the sun was well in the sky after finishing dragon training on Berk, much to his happiness and sanity. It came with great annoyance, then, that he was staring at the ceiling of his room well before he normally should have been awake. Outside his door, in the hallway, Astrid paced back and forth the length of the hall, her axe making a small clink every step she took. The sound was slowly driving him to madness. Finally, he could take it no more. Hiccup violently kicked off his bed's blankets and stomped over towards his room's door before slamming it open.<p>

Hiccup's sudden and loud appearance stuns Astrid, who had been passing his door at the time of it being practically kicked down. "What. Are. You. Doing?" he asked her, rather tersely.

"Uh, I-I'm…" she stammered, half startled by Hiccup's sudden appearance, half captivated by the scar on his bare chest.

"Go rest, you still have several hours until your spar," Hiccup commanded, stalking back into his own room. Astrid meekly stopped the door from closing and darted in after him, intent on getting some advice. Hiccup curled up under his blankets and groaned when he realized Astrid had no intention of letting him sleep.

"I'm just a little nervous, that's all," Astrid said, sitting at a nearby desk that had various scrolls and tomes strewn about. Astrid took a few quick glances around his room, noting that he had even less belongings than she did. All-slayer rested next to a nightstand, it's midnight scabbard seemed to play tricks on the eyes.

"Don't be," Hiccup grumbled, "it's not a test. It's a spar. You'll be practicing with Sigrid while we're here, and occasionally with me. Get used to it."

"But what if I do poorly, wouldn't it look bad? On me, and on you… and it'll be in front of the entire clan," Astrid muttered.

"This isn't Berk, you aren't the best anymore and no one expects you to be. Just try your hardest and you'll get better. That's all that matters," Hiccup responded. Astrid just grumbled a bit at his dismissing of her worries.

Hiccup sighed. "Before the match, Ragnarr and I are going to spar. Watch carefully, I'll show you how to fight against a dwarf," he said.

Satisfied, Astrid walked out onto the balcony and hopped on Stormfly for a quick morning flight. Hiccup sighed deeply and got dressed, he was too awake to fall back asleep now. He opted for his elven attire, a thin green tunic with gold thread and worn brown leather breeches. All-slayer hung from his left hip. He made his way down to the dining hall to find his morning meal before going on a quick flight with Toothless.

Some hours later Hiccup and Toothless were lazily gliding above the training arena. A small crowd of dwarves, those who were free enough to attend, had gathered to watch the spar between their young mistress and the new rider of the Order. Astrid and Stormfly joined them, circling the crowd below like a pair of vultures. They flew in companionable silence, enjoying the serenity of the sky in each other's presence. When the crowd began to part to allow a small group passage, Toothless took them down to the ground. Stormfly followed close behind. Both dragons landed lightly, barely disturbing the sands of the arena floor. Hiccup and Astrid dismounted as Ragnarr and Sigrid entered the arena grounds. Ragnarr was dressed in full battle armor, a suit of metal in the color of the deep sea. On his back was a large round shield, made of the same metal, and on his left hip was a mace with a head larger than a man's. Sigrid was dressed in a suit of light leather armor, her monstrous war hammer strapped to her back.

"Mithril armor, really Ragnarr?" Hiccup joked.

The dwarf simply chuckled, "I learned my lesson the last time we sparred. Even if your sword is dull, it still bites quite hard," he answered simply.

Astrid's stomach churned nervously as she beheld the crowd of dwarves, which had appeared small from above, now was much larger than she thought. Across from her, Sigrid danced nervously from foot to foot. Neither noticed each other's nerves. "Well," Ragnarr said loudly, "let's get started then, shall we?"

Astrid and Sigrid stepped back as Hiccup and Ragnarr stepped forward. Ragnarr drew his mace and held it out to Hiccup, who had drawn All-slayer. Hiccup muttered a quick few words under his breath in elvish and both weapons flashed emerald before calming. Astrid and Sigrid's eyes never left their masters, carefully observing and memorizing their actions.

Hiccup and Ragnarr took a few steps back and took their respective stances. Ragnarr assumed a wide pose, providing him with strength but allowing him quick movements if necessary. Hiccup stood with All-slayer raised limply in his right hand, ready to dart in any direction on command. The two of them remained motionless, watching, waiting for the other to make the first move, or mistake.

Magnhildr emerged from the crowd and stood next to Astrid and Sigrid. After several minutes of nothing happening, Sigrid whispered to herself, "What are they doing…" No sooner had the words left her mouth did Hiccup surge forward, a blur of green and white to the onlookers. Fast as lightning All-slayer struck for Ragnarr's guard, intending to break it. Ragnarr raised his shield in defense, and the two met in a thunderous boom of metal striking metal. The sound reverberated across the arena floor, stunning the crowd. Astrid and Sigrid winced at the sound but kept their eyes open and focused on the fight in front of them.

Ragnarr immediately countered, bringing up his mace to strike Hiccup's exposed left arm. Hiccup kicked the ground hard and retreated out of the dwarf's shorter reach. The mace flew harmlessly where Hiccup had been standing only less than a second ago, the power of it's passing creating a small gust of wind. Hiccup was immediately in motion again, using his superior speed and agility to circle around Ragnarr's right, where his guard was open due to his attack. Rather than fighting against the force of his blow to turn and defend, Ragnarr allowed it to carry him forward, turning him around and allowing him to block Hiccup's next attack with his shield. Again, metal struck metal and a resounding ring echoed across the arena.

Ragnarr immediately pushed forward, using his shield as a battering ram, intending to throw Hiccup off balance and catch him off guard when he recovered. Hiccup made no move to stop or impede the charging dwarf, and instead allowed him to push him forward through the sand uselessly, harmlessly. Seeing Hiccup not fall for his trick, Ragnarr stopped suddenly and made to bash Hiccup in the chest with his shield. Caught off guard, Hiccup dived to Ragnarr's left, rolling on the ground to avoid the bash. Digging the heels of his boots into the sandy floor, he swung All-slayer backwards in a low strike, aiming for Ragnarr's feet.

Ragnarr sensed the incoming blow from years of battle experience. With all his might, he leaped up. His strength barely managed to lift his armor's weight and All-slayer sailed through nothing but the air under his boots. Ragnarr immediately began to twist and swung his mace towards Hiccup's compromised position on the ground. Hiccup brought up All-slayer to block the attack but his guard was weak. Mace met sword and another thunderous ringing echoed over the arena. Hiccup's guard held, Ragnarr's strike was equally as weak due to his airborne maneuver. Hiccup rolled backwards and got to his feet as Ragnarr retreated several feet to get his bearings.

The crowd was silent as the grave as they beheld the close contest between the two. Astrid and Sigrid's eyes were dry from not blinking. Toothless and Stormfly watched with interest as the two-legs fought. Hiccup and Ragnarr began circling each other, resuming their duel.

When there was only several paces between the two, Hiccup drew further upon his elven speed and agility. In a flurry of motion, All-slayer appeared to be several blades as it descended upon Ragnarr from all directions. Ragnarr settled into a defensive posture and angled his shield to block or deflect all of the incoming blows. A hail of clangs echoed as sparks flew from repeated strikes of sword against shield. Ragnarr endured the exchange for a few moments before he struck out with his shield, knocking Hiccup's sword arm back as he withdrew All-slayer for another barrage. Ragnarr's mace darted forward, aiming for Hiccup's face, intending to break his nose.

The dwarf's superior experience in battle began to show. Despite his nature, Hiccup was still but a child in dwarven society. Ragnarr was far his senior. But, Hiccup was a rider. He wasn't allowed to lose. Narrowing his eyes in focus, Hiccup disappeared in a whirl of green. With extreme speed, he darted around Ragnarr's incoming attack and held the tip of All-slayer against his opponent's exposed neck, where armor and helm met.

No one moved or breathed as the spar came to end. Hiccup withdrew and sheathed All-slayer, Ragnarr strapped his mace back to his hip. The two smiled and shook hands, it was a good spar. The crowd broke into cheers and applause at the two's honorable display. Astrid's body began to tremble in anticipation as her fight as next. Hiccup had given her plenty of ideas of how to beat Sigrid if she was anything like her father. She also saw how he countered Ragnarr's superior strength. With any luck, she would put up a good fight against Sigrid.

Ragnarr and Hiccup moved to join Astrid, Sigrid, and Magnhildr. Hiccup drew Astrid aside as husband and wife shared a chaste kiss before talking to their daughter. "Try to lure her into a false sense of security," Hiccup whispered to Astrid, "she'll believe herself your superior and rush in. Use her arrogance against her." Astrid nodded nervously before she heard cheers go up again. Sigrid had moved to the arena floor, drawing her massive war hammer. Astrid drew her axe and dropped down into the sands softly. Stormfly joined minds with her rider, soothing her nerves as best she could. Hiccup retreated and leaned against Toothless' side as dragon and rider watched the next spar with the interest.

Sigrid shared a quick glance with her father before holding out her weapon and approaching Astrid. "If you'd please," she requested politely. Astrid nodded, and whispered the words to dull their weapons and enhance her own strength and speed. Hammer and axe glowed sapphire before returning to normal. Despite her nerves her lips never fumbled her words. In the back of her mind, Astrid thought that being unable to use magic would be a curse. A small part of her pitied the dwarves in that regard. Stormfly mirrored her sentiments. Sigrid retreated until she was ten long paces from Astrid. Both assumed their stances and prepared for battle. Before starting, both Sigrid and Astrid spared a quick glance in Hiccup's direction and found his emerald eyes focused on them both with intensity. Astrid's sapphire eyes met Sigrid's chocolate brown and the duel began with unspoken agreement.

Sigrid charged forward immediately, foregoing any sense of caution. Raising her war hammer high she swung in a wide arc towards Astrid who nimbly stepped out of the way narrowly. Not giving Astrid any time to retaliate, Sigrid brought her hammer back again and again, swinging in wide arcs that caused gusts of wind and sand to blow across the arena. Astrid focused on dodging, each dodge increasing her proficiency in the motion. Sigrid sensed her assault of blows was doing nothing but tiring herself and ceased her attack. Astrid retaliated, sending a series of quick but powerful slashes towards Sigrid's guard, always remaining light on her feet, ready to avoid a contest of strength at any moment.

Sigrid blocked or parried each of the slashes with ease, but their speed kept her on the defensive the entire engagement. Sensing that Sigrid had grown accustomed to her strength and speed, Astrid increased her power on a particular vicious slash, aiming to disarm her opponent. The maneuver partially succeeded, catching Sigrid off guard at the sudden attack, causing her to step back to maintain reign over her hammer. Pressing her advantage, Astrid darted forward inside her guard and struck Sigrid's stomach with the butt of her axe. The strike was strong but did little damage, and Sigrid recovered a moment afterwards. Astrid had already darted away, reaching a safe distance.

Sigrid smirked, "Not bad, human," she taunted. Astrid ignored her provocations and began circling Sigrid, mirroring Hiccup's movements from their own spars perfectly. Sigrid followed in the dance as the two women moved closer and closer together. Astrid decided to try a move Hiccup had once used on her, and made a deft rap on the haft of Sigrid's hammer where her hands were in an attempt to disarm her. Sigrid didn't give her the chance, and instead held her hammer horizontally and violently shoved Astrid, axe and all, backwards. Caught off guard, Astrid stumbled backwards and her hands fumbled with her axe in an attempt to regain control of her weapon. Sigrid pressed her advantage, whirling her hammer around before sliding both hands to it's end and bringing it down upon Astrid. Astrid panicked and tripped over an uneven patch of sand, landing on her back. Her instincts roared for her to raise her axe and block the blow but Hiccup's words roared louder: dodge!

Astrid rolled to the side just in time as the head of Sigrid's hammer struck sand, sending a large cloud of debris into the air. Momentarily blinded, Astrid kicked out, hard, and her boot connected with Sigrid's shin, sending the dwarf sprawling to the ground. Picking up her axe, Astrid retreated out of the cloud of sand and took up a defensive stance. Moments later, a red-faced Sigrid emerged from the cloud with a slight limp in her gait. Sigrid smiled wickedly as she took an offensive stance and charged forward, appearing to attack in a rage. Sacrificing power for speed, Sigrid sent a wide swing of her hammer towards Astrid's axe in a feint. The blow, too quick to avoid, was parried by Astrid. The moment she felt the strength behind the blow her instincts told her something was wrong and she glanced at Sigrid just in time to see the dwarf's fist collide with her nose.

Blood streamed down Astrid's face in rivulets as she was stunned by the strike. Sigrid quickly darted forward, breaking Astrid's guard and tackling her to the ground. Using the haft of hammer, Sigrid pressed down on Astrid, intending to choke her into submission. Astrid weakly struggled to block the hold with her axe to no avail as darkness began to cloud her vision. "I'm going to lose…" Astrid thought weakly to herself before the pressure choking her subsided.

Ragnarr grasped the collar of Sigrid's leather armor and threw her off Astrid, sending his daughter skidding through the sands of the arena floor. Hiccup kneeled over a dazed and confused Astrid while Toothless struggled to keep Stormfly's rage under control. Hiccup held a hand to Astrid's cheek and whispered a few words in elvish before an emerald light bathed Astrid's wounds in it's glow. The bone of her nose reformed in it's usual shape and flesh followed it. Blood stopped pouring and the pain subsided greatly. "Thank you," Astrid whispered hoarsely, recovering from the choke. A warm feeling spread through her body at Hiccup's magic, it felt strange, but not in a bad way. Seeing her rider's recovery, Stormfly's rage lessened.

Ragnarr hovered over the two riders, checking on Astrid's condition. Seeing her well, he stomped over to his daughter and berated her quietly on the ethics of good sparring, she could have easily killed Astrid. Stormfly dropped down onto the arena floor and squawked in anger before standing guard over her rider. Hiccup helped her get to her feet and the crowd applauded at her recovery. Sigrid's cheeks were tinged with red, the red of embarrassment, not anger, as she moved to join Hiccup and Astrid, her father following behind her. "Sorry," she apologized meekly, before holding out her hand. Astrid looked at the proffered hand for a moment before taking it. Both women gave a shake of respect at the other's tenacity and let bygones be bygones. The crowd erupted into cheers at the honor of the duel. Stormfly growled lowly at Sigrid, causing the crowd to silence and Sigrid to still. Astrid convinced her dragon not to make an afternoon meal out of their host's daughter before Stormfly clucked in acceptance and averted her glare from the dwarf.

Seeing the peaceful end to the rather intense spar, the crowd began to disperse and returned to their duties. Sigrid skulked off to the palace in embarrassment over her actions in the spar. Astrid sat up as Hiccup rested next to her on one knee. "I apologize, lady Astrid," Ragnarr said solemnly, "for my daughter's actions, she can forget herself sometimes in the heat of battle."

"No need for apologies, Ragnarr," Astrid assured him, her voice regaining some of it's normal tone and power.

Ragnarr and Magnhildr walked back to the palace to find their daughter. Hiccup helped Astrid stand, her legs still uneasy from the choke. "You did well for your first fight," Hiccup complimented her, "better than I did at least. Ragnarr beat me black and blue when I first came to Nidavellir, it took me many tries before I could challenge him the way you did Sigrid."

"It's because I had a good teacher," Astrid quipped back hoarsely. Hiccup scoffed at her tease and let her stand on her own with assistance from Stormfly.

"Get some rest," Hiccup commanded her, "tomorrow we'll go over some magic theory and begin your lessons on speaking dwarvish. You'll need all the sleep you can get."

Astrid sighed and accepted her fate, she scrambled onto Stormfly's back and rider and dragon took to the skies, heading towards the balcony where their rooms were located. Hiccup shook his head and mounted Toothless, who rose to the sky and headed for the roof of the cavern the city was located in before going through an elaborate maneuver of dives and loops. Flying always eased the nerves, Toothless had discovered.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The next day Hiccup awoke early and began teaching Astrid the language of the dwarves. It was difficult but her experience in old Norse helped speed the process along. When Hiccup deemed that she had developed a strong base in the language he moved on to teaching her ways to control the flow of arcane energy you provided when casting a spell, how to stem it when it grew too powerful and how to empower it when it was too weak. Late in the afternoon he decided to give her a break and they took their meal in the dining hall of the palace. Cheers went up at their entrance from the dwarves, word of both their duels yesterday had spread through the estate grounds.<p>

Both riders found seats at a table with no occupants before digging into their meals. Hiccup had only gotten one spoonful of his soup down before the doors of the hall slammed open and a dwarf dressed in regal purple and gold strolled in with two armed guards escorting him. He took one quick glance around the hall and spotted the two riders, their height giving them away easily among the short dwarves. Hiccup and Astrid watched as the dwarf marched up to them. The dwarf stopped in front of their table and examined Hiccup before taking a deep breath.

"My lord, Vrangr, on behalf of his majesty the King, you are hereby summoned for official duties as Knight-Master of the Order of Dragon Knights. You are to report to the throne room immediately," the dwarf decreed.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Hey there, long time no see. Apologies for the lateness of this chapter! Finals took up more of my time than I thought and then I headed home for spring break. My laptop hard drive is in the process of dying so finishing off this chapter was a real annoyance, I hope to have it replaced sometime this week. Gotta love Amazon prime shipping. This chapter clocks in at around 9k words, the shortest chapter since the first two. Chapter 8 will make up for it, which I will begin writing once I replace my hard drive.

This chapter's pacing might have felt a bit slow, and that's because it was. I'll be taking my time in this arc to develop characters, mainly Hiccup and Astrid, but also Toothless and Stormfly, as well as expanding upon magic and mythology. I hope that the Nidavellir arc takes approximately ten or so chapters from start to finish. After this is the Alfheim arc! Tentatively the romance officially begins after that.

There were a couple Norse portmanteaus in this chapter. I love that word, portmanteau, it just sounds wonderful doesn't it?

The "Konungr'hamarr", the "King's Hammer" clan, which Ragnarr is the chief of. He is also a royal prince to the throne of Nidavellir. We'll see more on the politics of the dwarves and their royal family in the next chapter when we see Hiccup's summons. We'll also be introduced to the main plot of the Dwarf Arc at the same time. I think you'll like what I have in mind. As a hint, the dwarves cannot use magic, but they have a heightened resistance to it. How does their race fare in the global politics of the nine realms?

The Gaeta, or guardsmen, the giant stone warriors that guard the entrance to Steinn'garor.

Steinn'garor, or the "Stone Hall", the capital city of the dwarves. It is the largest and most wealthiest of the dwarven cities.

Nidavellir is a strange place. Their planet is hollow, and in the center is their "sun". Their planet is extraordinarily large, so large that it is common for dwarves in one city to never leave, as the journey to the other takes an impossibly long time to complete. The dwarves have found ways around this as their people have progressed, but it is still rare for dwarves to travel. The surface of their planet is a mass of solid ice, and as you approach deeper levels of stone leading to the ice, you discover large pockets of underground water. Most professions revolve around mining, smithing, fishing, or water collection. Wood is a luxury item on the planet, only the very wealthiest of dwarves can afford to import it as no trees grow on the planet. Nidavellir itself is a rogue planet, a planet that does not orbit a star, but orbits in it's galaxy itself. Needless to say, this is all made possible because of magic. Each of the nine planets, or realms, is magically unique in some way.

. Guest, no, I didn't know that was Drago's crest. I also cared little that I didn't get it right. It was a minute detail that was unimportant in the grand scale of things. I browsed a few images of Drago's scene in the movie and didn't find anything that stuck out to me so I made my own. Thanks for the criticism.

As always, read and review! If you have suggestions for things you'd like to see in the Dwarf Arc or in the future of the nine realms arcs, let me know!

- Musica


	8. More than Meets the Eye

Hiccup nodded in acceptance of the summons and the dwarf and his two guards retreated from the dining hall. Hiccup wore a feral toothy grin as the dwarf left, everything was going according to his Master's plan. Astrid gave him a quirked eyebrow in question.

"Come, it will be good for you to get used to the politics of being a rider of the Order," Hiccup said before taking a large bite of bread and a long drink of dwarven mead and standing to follow after the royal messenger.

Astrid herself took a few more bites of her meal before scampering after Hiccup who was walking at a brisk pace. "How can he just up and summon you like this?" Astrid questioned, slightly offended on Hiccup's behalf.

"We are an order of peacekeepers, neutral in all things. We serve all the realms, even those that don't deserve our help. The sovereign of a realm may call upon aid from the Order and we will be bound to assist them, remember that, Astrid," Hiccup explained. Both riders called for their dragons, who landed gracefully by the entrance of the palace. Mounting up, Hiccup and Toothless led Astrid and Stormfly across to city to the cavern wall.

"Hiccup," Astrid asked through their minds, "what are we doing-"

Her words caught in her throat as she flew closer to the cavern wall. Carved into the very stone was a grand palace, easily several tens of times larger than Ragnarr's own. The sheer immensity of the palace played tricks on the eyes, appearing as if there was no palace in the first place. As they flew closer the illusion began to dissipate and Astrid could make out the finer details.

Carved into the stone of the of the wall was a grand palace that stretched from the cavern ceiling to floor. The stone was a beautiful marble white, which seemed to glow in its etherealness. Pillars of enormous girth lined the palace, stretching out in all directions beyond eyesight. Hundreds of balconies and windows dotted the stonescape and Astrid could see the figures of dwarves scurrying to and fro from the firelight within. Tall doors that stood hundreds of feet in height crafted from solid gold guarded the entrance, inlaid in it were carvings of every kind that seemed to move and come to life in the firelight from the city below and tell a story of their own. It was both beautiful and unnatural.

Hiccup smirked, "Behold, Dvegr'Aevi, the doors that guard the royal halls. The carvings tell the story of the dwarven race from time immemorial."

"Incredible…" Astrid marveled to Stormfly, who didn't think much of the display. Dragons had little use gold or jewels, but she understood her rider's fascination. Unbidden the doors swung inward on noiseless hinges allowing them entrance. Toothless dived into the small opening followed closely by Stormfly.

The entrance hall was tall enough that it would take an hour by dragonback to reach the ceiling, which was adorned with paintings and murals. The walls and floor were gilded, inlaid with giant sapphires, emeralds, rubies, and diamonds ranging from the size of a fist to the size of a dragon. The largest of which laid beneath their feet, a diamond larger than Toothless' full wing span, a staggering size. Orbs of glass filled with fire atop large gilded candelabra lit the hall which stretched on for miles.

A small party of dwarves stood waiting for the riders, all dressed in royal purples and golds. Hiccup and Astrid dismounted, the latter scanning the hall, mouth agape at the immense display of construction and wealth. "Greetings riders, we've been expecting you. The king will see you immediately," an older dwarf with salt and pepper hair greeted them. The party of dwarves about faced and marched forward, followed by Hiccup, Astrid, Toothless, and Stormfly. Men and dragons continued walking for forty-five minutes before they came upon another set of large doors made of thick redwood reinforced with the same blue metal Astrid identified as mithril from Hiccup's duel.

The lead dwarf knocked on the door twice before it swung inwards allowing them entrance. A large red carpet led to a throne of crystal, atop which sat a regal dwarf. He had no hair, but a long beard of white that ran to the floor. Atop his head was a crown of the same crystal the throne was, and on his hip was a great warhammer made of gold and mithril, with a clear diamond set in its pommel. Eight dwarves stood before the throne, each as regal as their king in their own right. The party of dwarves escorting Hiccup and Astrid left the room, bowing on their way out. Toothless and Stormfly curled up outside the doors of the throne room.

Hiccup strode forward and came to kneel at the base of the throne, with Astrid awkwardly copying him. "Greetings, Konungr," Hiccup hailed.

"Rise, no need for formalities Vrangr," the dwarf king replied.

Hiccup rose and stood at ease, holding his hands behind his back in a posture of respect. Astrid stood straight at attention, unsure of what to do. "I find my kingdom in need of assistance from the Order of Dragon Knights, and seeing as you're on world, I have summoned you here," Konungr explained.

"Recently there has been some strange disappearances in the lower wards, near the underground seas. Dwarves are going missing in the hundreds, never to be seen again. In addition to this, a fleet of rogue fishing trawlers blocks any effort of ours to search the seas. We have made to negotiate with the captain of the fleet but our ambassadors have all been turned away, they say that the captain was mad and raved about shadows on the ceilings and walls," the dwarf king continued on, stopping to take a breath.

"We, the clan chiefs and I, have discussed at length a military action but have been unable to come to a decision. Therefore we would request of you to act as ambassador on behalf, and meet with this captain and search for my missing people," Konungr said, the assembled clan chiefs nodded their heads in agreement.

"Do we have any information on who the captain is?" Hiccup asked, deep in thought.

A middle-aged dwarf stepped forward, on his head sat a helm of mithril inlaid with a crest of a wave breaking. "I believe I can shed some light on that," the dwarf said, "I am Hakr, chief of the Fiskr'Veioimaor, mine clan provides the city with fish from the underground seas. While we have been discussing the issue at hand I have been scouring the list of fishermen and accounting for their whereabouts. From my search and information provided by our ambassadors it appears the captain is one of my own, one Agmundr. He was a former pirate who joined our operations when the age of piracy ended."

"And do you know the number of vessels in their fleet or the number of crew?" Hiccup questioned.

"Our ambassadors and scouts report between seventy-five and one-hundred-twenty-five ships, a combination of fishing trawlers and old galleons," Konungr provided.

"For a fleet that size… maybe, one to two thousand men, plus whatever bilge rats they found to man the galleons," Hakr explained.

"What about weapons?" Hiccup asked tersely, the immensity of the task finally dawning upon him.

"The trawlers would have no weapons aside from mounted harpoon cannons," Hakr said.

"The galleons would be fully armed with both bow, port, and starboard cannons. They would be of older make than what we use currently, but still quite deadly," Konungr provided.

Hiccup's brow furrowed and he hummed slightly, deep in thought. "Do you have any leads on the missing dwarves?" he said finally.

"None, the blockade has prevented us from searching freely," the dwarf king admitted sadly.

"I'll see what I can do," Hiccup stated with authority. Astrid listened with rapt attention, catching bits and pieces of the conversation in dwarven.

Konungr nodded and waved his hand, silently dismissing them. The clan chiefs nodded their heads in respect and moved to talk amongst themselves. Hiccup turned and made for the door, gesturing for Astrid to follow him. As the riders left the throne room, a lone chief cast a quick glance in their direction.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Mounting their dragons, Hiccup and Astrid drifted high above Steinn'garor going through deft aerial maneuvers Toothless had been teaching Stormfly. Satisfied at their students progress, they began the short flight back to the seemingly small palace of Ragnarr in comparison to the king's.<p>

"What did the king want?" Astrid asked.

Hiccup sighed. "Some dwarves have been going missing recently and they believe some pirates in the underground seas are behind it," he explained, "we're going to be acting as ambassadors for the dwarves in our official capacity. Even pirate scum would be hesitant in the face of the Order."

Astrid hummed in thought and worry. "Your lesson for today will be in dwarvish and then you'll spar with Sigrid. She's been feeling quite guilty over her actions during your first spar," Hiccup said. All thoughts of the dwarve's problems fled her mind at the prospect of grueling hours of tutorage under Hiccup followed by a fierce spar with the dwarf maiden.

Toothless and Stormfly dropped down onto the balcony outside their rooms and went to Ragnarr's library to study the dwarven language. After two hours of lecture on accent Hiccup decided Astrid had learned enough for the day, she had picked up the language quite quickly and had enough knowledge to hold a small conversation in their tongue. Seeing as Sigrid herself was still immersed in her own studies for another hour, Astrid decided to take a relaxing flight with Stormfly and explore the city, as had become their normal routine when they had free time.

Astrid sighed as the pair glided at a lofty height above the city. "What is wrong, hatchling?" Stormfly asked her rider, sensing her anxiety through their bond.

Astrid said nothing and sighed again. "Scared of fighting the short two-legs?" Stormfly provided for.

"Scared?" Astrid scoffed, "No, just… nervous, that's all. She's very good, and it's odd fighting someone so strong with their short reach. I don't know if I can beat her today."

Stormfly laughed in her disturbing human-like dragon way, "You worry too much, the two-legs-bonded-dark-one has sharpened your claws well. In time you will make a mighty huntress."

Astrid rolled her eyes at Stormfly, dragons always had a strangely eloquent way to say things. "Why do you call Hiccup the 'two-legs-bonded-dark-one' exactly?" she asked.

Stormfly mentally blinked as if to question if her rider was serious. When she realized she was, she huffed in annoyance. "He is bonded to the dark-one, so he is the two-legs-bonded-dark-one," she explained simply.

"You mean Toothless? Why is Toothless a 'dark-one'?" Astrid asked.

This time Stormfly was shocked. "Certainly you know of the prophecy? That is why you two-legs fear the dark-ones so, yes?" she asked.

Astrid shook her head and Stormfly squawked in amazement. "Long ago, in a time before there were even two-legs, the eldest of our race was said to have given a prophecy before she died. She foretold that the dark-ones would bring the world to ruin and destroy all life. Since then they have been hunted mercilessly by our kind, until none were left. But the dark-ones are strong, they do not die without a fight. For every one slain, a thousand others would fall. When my dam told me the tale I assumed the dark-ones had long since perished, but one day the corrupted-evil-controlling-one managed to capture the dark-one somehow," she explained.

"And you believe this prophecy? That Toothless could destroy the world?" Astrid asked incredulously.

Stormfly clucked, "No, not any longer. The dark-one and I were both hatchlings when he was brought to the nest, I have seen him grow into the predator of the skies he is. The prophecy my dam told me does not seem possible for the dark-one to fulfill."

Astrid sighed for a third time and contemplated her dragon's tale. "You should really learn their names, you know," she commented humorously. Stormfly banked to the left ever so slightly and threatened to throw her rider off. Both chuckled at their pokes at each other.

"Come on, let's get back. Sigrid should be done with her studies by now," Astrid said as Stormfly turned to head back to Ragnarr's estate.

A much smaller crowd of dwarves gathered at the training arena for this spar, composed only of those whose duties did not demand their attention at the moment. Toothless was curled up next to the arena, with Hiccup resting against his side and reading a scroll. Standing next to him, leaning against her warhammer, was Sigrid, animatedly talking at him.

Stormfly divebombed the ground and pulled up at the last minute, dropping onto the stone surrounding the arena with grace. Astrid jumped off Stormfly's back and dropped to the ground, rolling on the balls of her feet. "Sorry I'm late," she excused herself.

"No problem," Sigrid said cheerfully, I was released from my studies a little early, you're right on time.

"Good luck, hatchling," Stormfly said as Astrid and Sigrid plopped down into the sands of the arena and readied their weapons, with Astrid casting magic to dull her battleaxe and Sigrid's two-handed warhammer as well as strengthen her own body. Unlike their previous encounter, both took their time, waiting for their opponent to make the slightest mistake before attacking. They had quickly learned that neither was a weakling from their first encounter. Both fighters inched forward, circling each other. The sand made their movements painfully slow and strenuous. A foot away from each other, both held their guard perfectly as adrenaline surged through their bodies. Sensing it was time to begin, both their eyes darted towards Hiccup whose piercing gaze hadn't left them since the beginning. Snapping their focus back to their opponent, Astrid and Sigrid raised their weapons and clashed.

Their close proximity limited the strength of their strikes but they still had enough power to send a loud clang echoing across the training arena, although not nearly as loud as Hiccup and Ragnarr's spar. Sigrid's dwarven strength won out in the end and she pushed Astrid away, launching her some feet backwards before charging after her. Taking advantage of the sudden distance, Astrid put all her power into a proper swing of the axe, holding the butt with her left hand and the head with her right, before sliding her right hand to her left and bringing the head of her axe towards Sigrid's shoulder. Sigrid faltered in her charge as she recognized Astrid's attack and braced her guard to block the blow. Despite her defense, Astrid's cleave broke Sigrid's guard and sent the dwarf skidding on her back through the sand ten feet. Hiccup's words from their training echoed in her mind, "you split a shield the same way you split a log."

Sigrid was back on her feet before Astrid could even take a step forward to press her advantage. "Much better," Sigrid complimented as the two women began to circle each other once again. All nervousness Astrid had prior to their spar had left her and been replaced by excitement.

As they approached each other Sigrid suddenly reversed her movement and moved behind Astrid's guard. In a quick movement she twirled her warhammer with inhuman strength and deftly tapped the butt of Astrid's battleaxe, sending the weapon shooting from her grip. Focusing all her strength on her grip, Astrid refused to let go and allowed her weapon to carry her off guard, barely hanging on with her right hand. Landing on the sand with a soft thump Astrid immediately brought the haft of her axe up in defense of an oncoming blow that would have knocked the wind out of her, barely stopping it. Before Sigrid could retreat Astrid swept the dwarf's legs out from under her, sending her toppling forward onto Astrid. Both fighters rolled away and scrambled to get to their feet.

Astrid and Sigrid stared at each other with weapons ready as they panted from exertion after recovering from their clash. Instead of wasting their remaining strength on delaying the inevitable, both fighters stalked forward. Astrid smirked as she thought of an attack that the dwarf wouldn't expect. When they were only a foot away from each other, Astrid lashed out with the haft of her axe and tried to push the much stronger, much sturdier Sigrid away who blocked the blow with ease. In a quick movement Astrid dropped the head of her axe to the ground and hooked Sigrid's knee before pulling back hard, intending to send her to the ground on her back.

Despite the speed of the maneuver it was clearly telegraphed to Sigrid who lowered her center of gravity and focused her weight on the ground. Astrid stared with wide eyes as her throw failed, tugging on the haft of her axe uselessly, before catching the butt of Sigrid's warhammer with her gut. Falling backwards and clutching her stomach, Sigrid held her warhammer over Astrid's prone chest, signalling her victory.

A round of cheers from the watching dwarves went up as their princess won the spar. Dropping her warhammer to the side, Sigrid held out her hand to help Astrid to her feet. Wincing in pain, Astrid accepted the gesture and allowed the much shorter woman to help her stand before sharing a quick smile of sportsmanship. Holding her stomach with one arm, Astrid fetched her axe with the other. "Very good," Hiccup commented from where he was sitting, "do it again."

For the next five hours, Hiccup pushed Astrid and Sigrid to their limits and beyond, each spar shorter than the last as their exhaustion mounted. Eventually Hiccup began to set limitations on their fight to challenge them, sometimes they were only allowed to use one arm, sometimes they couldn't move from their position, and other times they fought bare-handed. When he finally called the sparring session off both women's bodies quaked from fatigue, their palms were stiff and sore from gripping their weapons, and their muscles burned from holding up their heavy two-handed weapon of choice. Astrid also had the mental drain from continued magic use over a long period of time. Hiccup had pushed them to their limits of their endurance and beyond. All in all, they were as tired as the dead.

Stormfly dropped into the arena and cooed in comfort to her rider, "You fought well, hatchling," she said. Astrid said nothing, could say nothing, and just leaned weakly on her dragon, fully supporting her weight.

Sigrid laid on the ground, sucking in deep breaths, her leather armor having been discarded half way through their session.

"Get some rest, you'll need it for tomorrow," Hiccup said idly as he packed several scrolls back into Toothless' saddle, "you won't be needed tomorrow Sigrid, but I'm sure your father could find something for you to do if you feel up to it." Toothless laughed in his guttural dragon laugh as he saw his rider's plans for Astrid's training tomorrow.

Stormfly scooped Astrid up into her claws, Astrid being too exhausted to ride on her back safely, and headed for their room in Ragnarr's palace. Hiccup called for Sigrid's attendants to help her get safely back to her own quarters, who hurried to comply with his request.

Seeing the training arena empty Hiccup sighed.

Toothless nudged his rider with his snout. "What's wrong, Hiccup?" the dragon asked.

"Nothing, we just don't have much time. I need to teach Astrid the finer arts of information gathering and espionage if she is to assist us with dismantling the underground sea blockade, and on top of that I need to know she can hold her own in combat against one of them. I have no time to coddle her if I am to assassinate this Agmundr for Master," Hiccup explained his frustrations to Toothless.

Toothless exhaled out of his nose, effectively tussling Hiccup's growing mat of hair. "You worry too much, I can just eat the dwarf if need be," he reassured his rider.

Hiccup smirked. "You hate dwarves, they're boney, tough, and chewy," he said.

"I would suffer some indigestion to spare you some trouble over the small-two-legs," Toothless responded indignantly.

"Thanks bud," Hiccup said, scratching under his dragon's chin, "come on, let's make sure Astrid got back safely."

In a single effortless bound Hiccup leapt onto Toothless' saddle and the duo took to the skies, headed for Ragnarr's palace.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"Come on hatching, wake up," Stormfly cooed from the balcony outside Astrid's room.<p>

Astrid groaned and tried to ignore her dragon, rolling over and finding a more comfortable position in bed. "You agreed to the training when you joined the Order and… Hiccup, isn't going to wait on you forever," Stormfly tried again.

Astrid remained silent and tried to focus on falling back to sleep. "I promise it won't be as bad as yesterday," she bargained, "I'll sit on him if it is."

Knowing that Stormfly had no intention of giving up Astrid half groaned, half sighed and sat up in her bed, massaging her still aching body. Her calves felt stiff and out of place on her legs, and her palms were still too sore to grip anything without causing her pain. Going through her morning routine, she dressed herself as well as she could in some of the clothes Fishleg's father had gifted her and put her messy blonde hair into a passable braid. Giving her large battleaxe a scowl, she opted to wield the pair of throwing axes that her parents gave her instead of the unwieldy weapon.

"Where is Hiccup?" she grumbled aloud, too tired to manipulate her mind into communicating with Stormfly.

"Next door packing," Stormfly replied with a hint of humor.

Astrid snapped out of her stupor and limped out onto the balcony and through the door connecting it to Hiccup's room. On her way, she passed Toothless who was fully geared for flight. Inside, Hiccup was filling a pack with journals, quills, inkwells, as well as bread and a wineskin.

"Normally it's you waiting for me to wake up, not the other way around you know," Hiccup said with his back turned to Astrid.

Astrid remained silent, unsure what to say. "I guess I can't expect anything else after your sparring yesterday. Today we'll be observing the dragons on Nidavellir while Toothless teaches Stormfly how to swim," he continued on.

"Why does Stormfly need to know how to swim…?" Astrid asked.

"Because," Hiccup said in annoyance, thinking the answer obvious, "the missing dwarves are supposed to have gone missing somewhere near the underground seas. If she can't swim, how are we supposed to search the area?"

"I see…" Astrid replied, her mind still dull from using magic for an extended period of time the previous day.

"We'll be camping for several days so pack accordingly," Hiccup said.

"Where are these dragons? I haven't seen any since we got here, and back on Berk you said dragons were common everywhere. Was that just on Midgard?" Astrid asked with curiosity.

"There is a small nest near Steinn'garor, accessible through old mine shafts. We'll be hiking through uninhabited territory for the most part, should only see Whispering Deaths until we reach the nest proper," Hiccup explained as he shoved a scroll into his pack.

Astrid limped back to her room and began packing her own things that she would need for their trip. She was slightly irritated at having to leave her battleaxe behind in lieu of both her not being strong enough to carry it and Stormfly not being there to help her. Astrid and Stormfly had grown close to each other despite the short amount of time having passed since their bonding.

An hour passed before Astrid had decided on what she would, and could, take with her and was packed and ready to depart. With great effort, Astrid slung her pack onto her back and limped out onto the balcony where Hiccup, Toothless, and Stormfly were waiting. "We'll ride to the entrance of the tunnels and then the dragons will go their separate ways," Hiccup explained as he bounded, pack and all, into Toothless' saddle in a single effortless leap. Astrid would never admit it, but she hated that what took her much effort and energy came to him naturally.

Dragging herself into Stormfly's saddle, Astrid grumbled in pain as her body ached from the previous day's spar. Hiccup sighed, "Repeat after me," he said, and chanted a short spell that would dull the pain. Astrid picked up the spell on her first try and sighed in relief as her aches receded.

With unspoken agreement both riders took to the skies, Toothless leading them to the entrance of the mine shafts that would lead to the dragon nest closest to the city. The trip took them less than five minutes before Hiccup and Astrid stood in front of a gaping maw of stalactites that formed the entrance to an ancient tunnel. Toothless and Stormfly squawked in parting as they took to the skies and headed for the underground seas accessible by large vertical mines near the center of the city.

Astrid watched as Stormfly quickly disappeared over the towering monoliths the dwarves built as their homes, already missing her dragon. "Better get going," Hiccup said conversationally before taking the first step into the maw of the tunnel between two large stalactites. After another moment of staring at the city skyline Astrid hobbled after him.

"_Fire, illuminate,_" Hiccup commanded in elvish, and a single ball of emerald flame wafted from his palm and floated several feet above and in front of him, illuminating the tunnel. Astrid repeated a similar spell in her own tongue and a ball of sapphire fire joined his in it's duty.

As they traversed the tunnel their werelights followed them dutifully. Astrid marveled at the tunnel they traveled through. The rock was eerily pale and coated with a clear coating of something that made the lights of their fires do a bewitching dance on the walls of the tunnel. They walked in silence for some miles at a brisk but comfortable pace until finally a light at the end of the tunnel became visible. Hiccup and Astrid stepped out into a large cavern, though small in comparison to the cavern that the city of Steinn'garor occupied. Inside was a swarm of dragons, with every color imaginable represented as they circled high above them. In the center of the cavern was a monolith of stone with small caves openings that acted as shelters for the dragons. On the far side, opposite of their entrance, was a large lake which receded into the walls of the cavern itself.

"The most common dragons on Nidavellir are Boulder and Tidal class," Hiccup explained as he wandered over to a nearby boulder and took a seat, "your assignment is to learn as much as you can from observation in one day about the nature of any dragon you choose. You may not contact them with your mind. When you've selected your dragon, tell me."

"And what is the objective of this training exactly?" Astrid asked, confused.

"Observe your dragon, learn about it. When you can learn no more, return to me and tell me what you've observed. When you can tell me no more, this training will be complete," Hiccup said, gesturing towards the large mass of circling dragons. The beat of their wings sounded like a massive wardrum and Astrid's heart beat in tandem with the rhythm.

Astrid sighed deeply and wandered down a rough path hewn into the rock that led to the center of the nest. There were hundreds of species of dragons living in the small nest, of every age, color, and size imaginable. She had no idea which dragon she should choose to observe for however long this somewhat ridiculous training would last. Dragons lounged here and there and as she passed them few payed her heed, only a few turned heads or opened eyes to observe the human in their midst. After several hours of wandering Astrid was no closer to finding a dragon that seemed to stand out to her so she began to head to the lake on the far side of the cavern to take a short break in her search.

Plopping down on a small rock Astrid opened her pack and took out a small hunk of bread and cheese for a snack. Just as she was about to take a bite bubbles began to appear in the lake in front of her. A few seconds later, a dragon burst forth and stole the hunk of cheese from her hand. It was small, maybe just larger than a dog, Astrid thought. It's hide was a beautiful hue of pink that reminded her of a garnet gem. It had a pair of two wings that appeared to be too small to support it's body. Two small nubs on it's temple signified the beginning of horns, and the end of it's tail ended in a club the size of Astrid's fist. Along it's back were a series of small, webbed spines that started at it's snout. It was a gangly, lanky dragon, with two large hind legs and two comically small forelegs.

The dragon gobbled up the cheese greedily before sitting on it's haunches and eyed Astrid, as if to ask for more. Astrid chuckled, taking a bite of bread before offering the loaf to the dragon who sniffed it before deciding to gobble it up as well. After devouring her lunch, the dragon nuzzled up to Astrid. Reaching down, she scratched under the dragon's chin and it rolled over playfully allowing her better access. "You're a cute little guy, aren't you?" she teased, "You look like a baby Snafflefang, where's your mother, huh?"

The dragon looked at her before warbling and nuzzling into her again, demanding more attention. Astrid obliged and continued to scratch the dragon, looking for the soft points in it's hide like she learned in dragon training. After a few moments of searching she finally found it and the baby Snafflefang collapsed in pleasure, purring loudly. Seeing the dragon satisfied, Astrid withdrew her wineskin from her pack and took a long drink, savoring the refreshing water that was kept magically cool. She decided that she would observe this baby Snafflefang and cast out her mind in search of Hiccup to inform him of her choice.

The dragon lazed about for the next two hours, napping, occasionally waking up to get more attention. All the while Astrid studied the dragon, picking it apart and noting her discoveries in a spare journal she had packed. Everything from it's physiology to the small bit of behavior she had witnessed already. Eventually the Snafflefang had enough rest and felt like playing, apparently. The dragon woke from a dead slumber and scampered off, chasing a nearby bug. Astrid followed close behind, scribbling down what the dragon was doing. How it was hunting, what type of bug it was hunting. The bug flew up, escaping the hatchling, who leapt after it and pumped it's wings with all it's might to no avail. It was not strong enough to fly.

The Snafflefang neighed in displeasure at it's own failure and rutted in the ground in anger. Astrid smiled and cast a spell that guided the bug back down to the Snafflefang who quickly gave chase again before catching and devouring the insect. After finishing it's meal, the hatchling gave Astrid a look as if to say, "thanks, but I had it handled," and then dashed towards the lake and dived in. Astrid scribbled in her journal until the water started bubbling again and the Snafflefang emerged with a bloated belly. Sitting on it's haunches in front of her, the hatchling began gagging before depositing half of a small silver fish in Astrid's lap, covered in saliva and bile.

Astrid looked between the offering and the hatchling, and the Snafflefang looked between Astrid and the regurgitated fish. When Astrid did nothing, the Snafflefang mimed a swallow at her. "Oh, no no no. I am not eating that. Look at it! It's gross, no way," she explained to the hatchling in horror. The hatchling just repeated the motion again, not giving up.

"Alright, alright. How about this, I'll clean and cook this fish, and then I'll think about eating it. Deal?" Astrid proposed to the hatchling. The Snafflefang just repeated the motion again, gesturing for her to eat, but made no move to deny her when she casted a spell that cleaned and cooked the fish. In the back of her mind, Astrid thanked whatever gods there may be for magic and its many usefulnesses. Despite being magically cleaned there was still a faint odor emanating from the fish that was distinctly not fishy, and Astrid begrudgingly held her breath and took a bite of the fish. The hatchling watched her closely, and when Astrid made no move to swallow the fish after chewing on it for longer than the dragon thought needed, the Snafflefang mimed the swallowing again.

Astrid rolled her eyes and groaned before swallowing the fish. The Snafflefang broke into a smile and did a small trot in happiness around the rock Astrid was sitting on. Astrid took another bite of fish and then handed it out to the hatchling who took one look at her and then gobbled up the remaining fish happily. Satisfied, the Snafflefang hopped and skipped away, back towards the stone monolith in the center of the cavern where the dragons nested.

Astrid trailed behind the hatchling, who stepped every few tens of feet to look behind itself and make sure she was still following her. Eventually they came to the base of the stone monolith and Astrid gazed up at the immensity of it's height. The hatchling bayed loudly, happily, and a few moments later a large fire red Snafflefang descended from a cave several tens of feet in the air. The dragon descended down and looked between the hatchling and Astrid. The hatchling continued to coo and bark, and Astrid new he was talking to it's mother or father in the dragon language. Hiccup had explained it the dragon's tongue to her early on, and Stormfly had made attempts to teach her to speak it to little avail. Instead she opted to just patiently wait.

A couple seconds later the red Snafflefang huffed and scooped up the hatchling in it's jaw before walking over to Astrid and kneeling on it's short forelegs, gesturing to her to mount. Astrid smiled at the dragon and obliged him or her before the dragon leapt into the air and beat it's wings twice before it darted back into the cave it came from. Inside of the cave was a large nest of foliage where several hatchlings of beautiful varying shades and hues of red played with each other. The garnet-pink hatchling Astrid had decided to observe scampered off and joined it's siblings in a play fight happily which brought a broad smile to Astrid's face.

Astrid chuckled a bit at the hatchlings antics and the red Snafflefang from before came to stand next to her, standing several feet taller than herself. "Are you their mother?" Astrid asked the dragon in dwarvish, hoping she understood, who eyed her and inclined his head.

"They're very beautiful hatchlings," Astrid complimented, and the mother cooed in pride and thanks.

The two of them watched the hatchlings for several minutes, content to watch them frolic and play. Eventually the garnet-pink hatchling bounded back over to Astrid and coiled around her leg, nibbling on her playfully. The rest of the hatchlings scampered after their sibling and joined him in playing with Astrid. Astrid collapsed on the ground, rolling around with the hatchlings, playfully fighting with them as she scratched at the soft spot in their hide. The hatchlings purred loudly and collapsed in balls of pleasure. Astrid giggled as their mother picked them up by the scruff of their necks and deposited them back into the nest. She was surprised when she too was pushed into the nest and the hatchlings curled up, using her as a pillow, and falling asleep. The mother curled up around the nest and Astrid sighed contently before closing her eyes and drifting off to sleep herself.

Astrid, as well as the rest of the clutch of Snafflefangs, was awoken by a large white Snafflefang bursting into the cave and barking in what appeared to be excitement. The mother scooped up her hatchlings and nosed Astrid to mount her again. Astrid obliged sleepily before the dragon leapt out of the cave. Astrid was not a fan of bareback flight and sorely missed her saddle, and Stormfly. From her vantage point in the sky Astrid could see what she guessed their destination as. A large gathering of dragons were gathered on the shores of the lake, with many more circling lazily in the air. In the center was a clearing, and inside stood Hiccup. He was silent, Astrid could hear, but he was acting out something. As the Snafflefang mother drew closer she could faintly hear the music of Hiccup's mind and then his voice, "It was a great dragon, many hundreds of feet in height, truly giant in size. As it rose from the ocean, great forests of seaweed hung loosely from it's body. On it's back was a cluster of massive mussels, the smallest of which I could sleep in with ease," he said, describing some monstrous sea dragon.

Hiccup noticed Astrid's arrival and nodded to her, "it's roar was thunderous, greater than any storm, and Toothless and I could feel it's fury in the air. It spat torrents of boiling water which was more gas than liquid, and we darted into the sky to escape," he continued on with his tale as the dragon's listened with rapt attention. Those who understood dwarvish translated into the dragon tongue for those who didn't. The Snafflefangs hummed in pleasure at the story and the hatchlings scampered forward, looking for the source of the one speaking. Astrid followed behind them as they entered the clearing and clambered over Hiccup, nuzzling into his legs.

Hiccup paused in his tale and sat down on the ground, scooping the hatchlings up and idly playing with them before he continued telling the story of his and Toothless' encounter with the, what Astrid imagined, titanic Scauldron. Astrid sat down next to him and joined the dragons in listening to the story, and the garnet-pink hatchling curled up in her lap. Hiccup continued on and Astrid looked around the gathering of dragons, observing them as they listened to Hiccup's story. It reminded her of the times during winter when Berk would gather in the great hall and they take turns telling tales of exploration, dragon fighting, romance, and sagas of the gods. If the dragons were replaced with vikings Astrid wouldn't be able to tell the difference. "They aren't any different than we are…" she commented under her breath.

Hiccup's head snapped to her and a smirk crept onto his face before he continued on with the tale, telling the dragons how Toothless had flown through a maze of seastacks and waves to evade the rampaging Scauldron. Astrid scratched at the hatchling in her lap, who purred loudly in happiness. She caught the mother Snafflefang in the crowd with a dragony smile that she had came to find endearing between Toothless and Stormfly. After an hour Hiccup's tale finally came to an end, with the Scauldron having been calmed and the missing pearl it guarded returned. The fishing village threw a feast in Hiccup's honor, with the Scauldron providing gifts of massive piles of fish in apology for terrorizing the people. Astrid particularly liked the story because it was on Vanaheim, and she felt sorry for their people having been conquered by Asgard.

The dragons roared in mock applause at the conclusion, the sound of their combined roars shaking the stone of the nest. Hatchlings of every species scampered to and fro, excited and eager to play. The dragons began to disperse, heading back to whatever homes they claimed. Several stopped by Hiccup and talked with him privately before they too left. The Snafflefang hatchlings scampered off after their mother and father, the garnet-pink hatchling looking back at Astrid sadly as his mother nosed him forward, back to their cave home.

"I'm impressed," Hiccup said, "I didn't expect you to pass this training so easily. It took me three days to complete this exercise."

"I… passed? I thought we would be here for several days," Astrid said.

"Normally we would be. How did you come to the conclusion they were the same as us?" Hiccup asked, interested.

"... They just reminded me of Berk, during the winter, you know?" Astrid said quietly, shrugging.

Hiccup just hummed to himself and nodded. "I guess it would appear that way to you. I had a little more trouble, maybe if I was welcome at the winter celebrations it would've come as easily as it did to you," he said.

Astrid cringed, remembering Hiccup's poor treatment prior to him leaving. "I'm sorry, you know, for everything," Astrid said quietly, apologizing for Berk.

"Don't be. I'm glad everything happened the way it did, else I might not have left in the first place," Hiccup said, dismissing her apology, "we'll spend the night here and then head back first thing in the morning. Might be a bit of a long walk if Toothless and Stormfly are busy though."

Hiccup pulled out a small metal sphere, inside of which was a complicated mechanism of gears that acted as a timepiece, one of the dwarves' more useful inventions. "Looks like we have about two hours until night. Let's see how far you can get in the Hoegr'Danzleikr," he said.

Astrid groaned and mirrored Hiccup as he took the first stance of the dance. She had come to hate the dance ever seen she started it on Berk during dragon training. Hiccup had forced her to continue after they left to do more of the strenuous and complex stances, saying that all the strength in the world was good for nothing if you couldn't use it properly. She couldn't deny that the dance did improve her agility and flexibility, but she hated it nonetheless.

An hour and a half later and Astrid's body ached and strained to maintain the stances. Hiccup held them with practiced ease and showed her the proper form to ease into to minimize the ardor of the task. Eventually, judging her to have done well enough on the stances she ought to be able to do, Hiccup brought their training to an end for the night. During their dance, the family of Snafflefangs came to observe their strange behavior so Astrid collapsed into the pile of hatchlings who happily nuzzled into her and curled up to sleep. Hiccup smiled and slipped into his sleeping bag for the night. In minutes, they were both asleep.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Some time in the middle of the night, Astrid awoke to the sound of dragons barking in the distance, squabbling amongst themselves. She ignored the noise as best she could and focused on falling back to sleep. As her eyes grew heavy she caught the smallest bit of emerald light sparking in her peripheral vision. It was barely noticeable, and had it not been dark she would not have seen the light. Snapping her eyes open she tilted her head to look for the source and saw only Hiccup, no light. Her mind sleepily caught up and provided the connection for her, Hiccup's magic took on the emerald color.<p>

Ever so carefully she pushed the sleeping hatchlings off her and freed herself enough to move. Astrid crawled over to Hiccup to see if he was awake and what he could possibly be using magic for. All she found was him fast asleep. "Hiccup," she said ever so softly, not wanting to wake him if he was truly sleeping. She received no response. Astrid berated herself for thinking Hiccup would be awake in the dead of night using magic and made to return to her own makeshift bed when she made out an oddity in the twilight of the cavern. Hiccup was sweating, heavily. Her mind instantly recalled the times from Berk when Toothless had directed her to wake him from similar conditions. She had no idea what was wrong with him, whether he was sick or if he was having nightmares, but she wasn't about to risk the former. Taking a deep breath to steady herself, Astrid cast out her mind, feeling for the intimate flavor of Hiccup's own mind.

She found it quickly and drifted through the mists around his conscience for several minutes. The first time she had panicked, thinking herself lost in the depths of his mind like he had warned her about during their training. She knew better now, knowing that it was a defense mechanism Hiccup had magically created to defend himself while he slept. Eventually she entered the same monochrome gray mindscape that she had that night on Berk. The same rocky gravel crunched under her feet, the same sickly green lightning crackled across the sky, the same dark organ music permeated the air, and the same cathedral stood in front of her. Last time, Hiccup had popped out from behind one of the dead trees and that was the end of it, but after several minutes of waiting, there was no Hiccup.

Astrid gulped and set forward towards the cathedral. She knew that this was the innermost sanctuary of Hiccup's mind and she loathed to trespass. Hiccup had been abundantly clear during her training that it was the most gravest of insult to tread so deep into someone psyche without their consent. The gravel crunched under her feet as she made her way ever closer to the cathedral, and the dark music of the organ increased in power. Eventually she came to stand before the doors of the cathedral. They were several tens of feet in height and from the bottom up were engraved with some sort of saga. At the bottom she could see a small island, which she assumed was Berk. Above it was… a picture of her, during her youth. Above herself, was a grand image of Toothless. His image was large and more detailed than her own, and spread across both doors and upwards for several feet. Astrid assumed it was because of the bonding, and imagined that she herself would have a similar image of Stormfly somewhere in her own mind.

Above Toothless was an image of Hiccup, as he had become, an elf. He was holding his black sword, All-slayer, in his right hand, pointed skyward. Next was an image of a cloaked figure, whose face was hidden, but whom All-slayer was strapped to their hip. Astrid assumed it was Hiccup but didn't understand the meaning behind it. Above that was nothingness, except for what appeared to be a winding path that Astrid noticed stretched from the bottom of the doors to the top. She followed it and found that, at the top of the doors, was a star, where the path ended. Astrid blushed, putting two and two together, realizing the door recorded something akin to the significant events in Hiccup's life.

She steeled herself and took a deep breath before placing both hands on the doors and pushing forward. They opened, allowing her passage, and Astrid took a shaky step into the halls of the cathedral. The insides were the same monochrome gray as the rest of Hiccup's world, and there was little to nothing in the way of decoration. Astrid wandered aimlessly, looking for Hiccup. Eventually she caught sight of the same sickly green color that the lightning took on, glowing around the corner of a corridor. She followed the light and rounded the corner and in front of her laid a grand hall. In the center, sitting on the floor facing her, was Hiccup. He sat crosslegged, his head lolling against his chest, his eyes closed. His hands rested comfortably in his lap.

Or, what she hoped wasn't Hiccup. Sickly green lightning danced around him, filling the room and causing the air to hum with power before it traveled up the cathedral walls and into the dome of the ceiling and leaving via a small entrance. Shadows moved and writhed, licking his flesh like flames. An arc of lightning bolted past her, travelling through the stone of the cathedral. She could feel the air burn against her cheek in wake of it's passing. "... Hiccup?" she said softly, barely audible even without the crackle of lightning present.

In spite of the quietness of her call, Hiccup's eyes slowly opened, and what Astrid beheld struck terror into her heart. The normal forest green emerald that she had come to associate with Hiccup's eyes was gone, replaced by the same sickly green that the lightning of his mindscape conjured. They were not dull eyes, either, they glowed and raged, betraying his magical nature. In them she saw nothing but malevolence; anger, hatred, pain, resentment, disgust, scorn, bitterness, contempt, malice, fury, madness, loathing, antipathy. Above all these, and what terrified her the most, evil. That was not Hiccup, could not be Hiccup, not ever.

She was about to say something more but Hiccup's mindscape became a blur of colorless gray and then she found herself staring at Hiccup's body, laying on the cavern floor. His eyes were focused on her, and although she could see anger in them, they had returned to their normal color. "Never," he threatened darkly, "ever enter my mind again. The next time you'll find yourself a drooling, mindless, dullard when you return to your own body."

Astrid held back her tears and squeaked in acceptance before scurrying back to the Snafflefang hatchlings, taking heart in their innocence and warmth. Silent tears wet her face as she fell back asleep, praying that she did not dream of what she had just witnessed.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

First off, apologies. I had a case of major writers block this chapter. I had originally intended to finish it last Thursday and I just couldn't motivate myself to sit down and write. For everyone asking when new chapters are coming, they are typically spaced a week between give or take a few days. If you leave a signed review, I do respond with the current progress of the chapter. A special thanks go out to all my regular signed reviewers, you know who you are.

I did see one review about the romance I promised. It's coming! I swear it is. I guess I'll take the time to explain my view of the Hiccup x Astrid pairing. I had, originally, on the drawing board intended to pair Hiccup with an OC. But, when I looked at the story of HTTYD, I tried to imagine Hiccup ending up with someone besides Astrid and I just couldn't. Not Ruffnut, not Heather, not Camicazi, not an OC. Hiccup and Astrid's romance just seems perfect, like they are soulmates, and I'd like to try and capture that same feeling in my story. My one gripe with the movies was how quickly Astrid changed from, 'I hate your guts and always have since I realized what a failure you are' to, 'I love you so much'. It just seemed so… quick, so impersonal. There was no build up, no excitement when they finally realized their feelings for each other. It felt very immature. My goal is to deepen their friendship and ease them into their romance so that when they finally do tell each other how they feel, it's like, yes, this is what I've been waiting for for the past twenty chapters. Their romance should, and will, be something that sagas are written about. That's how I want it to feel. **As a current estimate, the official romance will began after the next story arc, which is the Alfheim arc. From now until then, I promise you fluff. I have two ideas that I think you guys will like in regards to the fluff.**

In regards to arcs and the overall length of the story, I decided I'll tell you what I have planned (no spoilers):

- Berk, Once More (complete)

- Nidavellir (in progress)

- Alfheim (rough ideas down)

- The Return to Berk

- Asgard

- The Antebellum (pre-war)

- Ragnarok

- Hail to the King/Ascension (working title)

I'm hoping that each arc from now on will be at least ten chapters but we'll see what happens.** If there is something you would specifically like to see in regards to mythology or story content, please send me a message or leave a review!** The ideas really help.

One thing I really noticed in recent chapters was a distinct lack of dragon dialogue from Toothless and Stormfly. I've tried to incorporate them more and will be doing so in future chapters more often. It was difficult to give them meaningful opportunities of dialogue because they have not really hit their place in the story yet. Eventually, especially during combat, when riders and their dragons are not together (typically, men fight better on the ground, and dragons in the air. It is standard tactics for riders to dismount and fight with sword and magic as a knight with their dragons supporting them from the skies than it is to engage in aerial battles,) we'll see more dialogue between dragons, especially Toothless. Speaking of other riders, we'll see more of the order on Alfheim and Asgard. Sometime during the dwarf arc, we'll also see the Council of Elders, the ruling body of the Order. Lots to look forward to.

To make the dwarves' problem clearer, without spoilers: most food comes from the vast underground seas in dwarven society. The clan responsible for fishing has had an agent go rogue who was formerly a pirate and is currently erecting a blockade to prevent anyone from entering the underground seas to look for the missing dwarves. This character, Agmundr, is actually not mine! He was inspired by a reader, Zyonzillia, who requested an OC who I then molded to my own story. What Agmundr is doing, and why the dwarves are going missing, is the plot of the current story. You'll just have to wait and find out.

There was some more Norse in this chapter, their definitions are as follows:

- Dvegr'Aevi - "dwarf" + "life story," the mural on the doors of the royal palace.

- Konungr - "king," the dwarf king abandons his own name when he takes the throne.

- Hakr - "a kind of fish," name of the chief of the clan responsible for fishing.

- Fiskr'veioimaor - "fish" + "huntsman," said clan's name.

- Agmundr - "awe" + "protector," name, stemming from the etymology of Alexander.

- Hoegr'danzleikr - "agile/skillful" + "dance," I decided to give this a name. It originates from the elves.

As always, thanks for reading and please leave a review. They always encourage me to write. I respond to any questions asked and am always looking for suggestions on ways to improve my writing abilities and my story.

- Musica


	9. Apologies and Schemes

Thankfully, Astrid's sleep was peaceful that night. She dreamt of sweet nothingness and awoke to a deep seated tension between herself and Hiccup as they went about their morning routines and packed up their small camp. The Snafflefangs were heartbroken that Astrid was leaving and cooed loudly in displeasure. Several of the other dragons came to see them off, but most were indifferent to their parting. After two hours Hiccup and Astrid began the long hike back through the mining tunnel to return to Steinn'garor.

The two of them had said nothing the entire morning, not a word. No good mornings, no apologies, no explanations, no congratulations. Even as they hiked through the tunnel, nothing was said. After an hour and a half, Astrid decided she could take no more and decided to apologize to Hiccup, she had violated the most private part of his mind and for that he was righteous in his anger towards her. Whatever she had seen that night was not meant for her eyes.

"Hiccup-"

"Astrid-"

They both said at the same time, both of them stopping to talk. Astrid fumbled on her words in her nervousness so Hiccup decided to speak first.

"I'm sorry for snapping at you last night," he apologized sincerely.

"I'm sorry too, it was wrong of me to dig so far," Astrid apologized as well, "I was just worried that you were sick or that something was wrong… I figured that was why Toothless had me wake you up all those times."

The words caught in Hiccup's throat as he debated whether or not he wanted to tell her the truth, and in the end he found that he did want to. "My dreams," he said seriously, catching her attention, "are special. Do you remember when you asked me where arcane energy comes from, that night at Gothi's hut?"

Astrid nodded her head vigorously. "What I told you wasn't the entire truth. We do know where arcane energy comes from, it's just that for most people that knowledge is useless as they cannot use it," Hiccup said.

"What do you mean?" Astrid asked with a quirked eyebrow.

"Arcane energy could really also be called divine energy. It flows forth from the Realm Eternal, the afterlife. For most people, this knowledge means nothing to them. It is impossible to interact with the Realm Eternal in anyway, so they cannot influence the arcane energy. But, for some, this is not true. There is a rare gift, a gift that I have, that lets me peer into the Realm Eternal in my dreams. We call ourselves Seers, and our gift helps us to divine the vast ocean of information and power that resides in the Realm Eternal," Hiccup explained to her.

"Could I be a Seer? How did you find out you were one?" Astrid asked excitedly.

"No. You would have known if you were, you would feel the pull of the Realm Eternal when you first awakened to using magic," Hiccup said.

Astrid deflated, her hopes dashes. "What are you… looking for? Then, if that's the right word," she asked in response.

Hiccup sighed. "... A way to end the war," he answered simply, "Ragnarok approaches, and neither side wants to be the first to swing their sword. It will be the war to end all wars, the last war ever fought, regardless of who wins. That is the ultimate goal of the Order, to prevent Ragnarok."

Astrid hummed in thought and idly paced. She decided she would push for some more information if Hiccup was in the explaining mood. "Are there any other Seers?" she asked.

"Including myself, I only know of three; Frode, the Grand Master of the Order, and Odin Allfather, king of Asgard. There are others, most certainly, but I know not of them. Being a known Seer is not a good thing, it makes you a target of those who would abuse your gift," Hiccup explained.

Astrid gulped as she pressed her luck. "And… what was your, I mean, why were you acting like that? You were… different, not you," she tried to explain.

"The souls of the dead are rarely happy to be spied upon," Hiccup said simply, shrugging.

Astrid could feel the tension that had been building in her all night and that morning seep away as they cleared the air between them and felt tears of happiness building behind her eyes as her worries were dashed away. "Let's get going, shall we?" Hiccup said cheerfully, turning to continue walking down the tunnel. Astrid took a moment to compose herself before hurrying after them. Another hour of brisk walking and the duo emerged into the light of the morning, the lamps lighting Steinn'garor burning brightly in the distance.

"Do you think Stormfly has finished learning how to swim?" Astrid asked Hiccup.

"You would know that better than me," Hiccup replied.

Astrid sighed. "Probably not, she's stubborn like that," she answered both herself and him.

"It's fine, I originally told Toothless he had a week and we finished early. I'm sure I can find something for you to do until Stormfly gets back," Hiccup said.

Astrid groaned. "Come on, it's not that bad is it?" Hiccup jested.

"I don't think you did any of this stuff, I think you just enjoy torturing people," Astrid quipped.

"Hah! You should consider yourself lucky, my training was twice as hard as what I'm teaching you," Hiccup countered.

"I'm sure your master was not anywhere close to the slavedriver you are," Astrid joked, rolling her eyes.

"No, he was worse. You'll like him, I think. You can meet him when we leave for Alfheim," Hiccup said as they walked down the hill that led to the entrance of the old mining tunnel.

"Him…?" Astrid thought to herself, recalling the time she had seen Hiccup speaking with his master on Berk that night, his master was clearly a woman. She, wisely, decided to keep quiet.

"When are we leaving for Alfheim?" she instead opted to ask a question, eager to explore more of the realms.

Hiccup hummed in thought, nearly tripping over a small rock in his path. "I had originally intended for your training here to last for two years, maybe more, depending on your progress. The issue with the missing dwarves will speed up that schedule slightly. We also need to bring you to the Order's headquarters on Asgard before you're officially knighted," Hiccup explained.

"Why do I need to do that?" Astrid asked, curious.

"The Council of Elders personally reviews the training of all apprentices before they are knighted, they decide if you're worthy or if you need more training," Hiccup answered.

"Do people fail often?" Astrid questioned, worried over her future judgement.

"Only very rarely. Judgings only occur once every few centuries, there have only been a few new riders these last hundred years. You and I have been the first human riders in nigh a thousand years, other than us, Thor bonded with his dragon sometime this century, as well as two others," Hiccup said, sensing Astrid wanted to know more about the Order.

"Thor is a rider!" Astrid exclaimed.

"Unfortunately, yes," Hiccup said, seriously.

"Oh, right, sorry," Astrid apologized, remembering he and Thor were not on the best of terms.

Both of them lulled into a companionable silence as they finished their trek back to the city. The outskirts quickly came into view and it was only a fifteen minute walk to return to the estate grounds where Ragnarr's palace was.

Astrid took the turn in the road that would lead them back to the palace but Hiccup remained standing in the road, not following her. "Hiccup?" Astrid asked.

"We'll start the next part of your training now," Hiccup said and gestured for her to follow him. Hiccup headed towards the downtown area of the city, which was bustling with activity as the dwarves went about their morning duties. He kept them to the alleyways and side roads, avoiding most people. The dwarves they did meet were the homeless, the insane, or criminal scum. It was the seedy underbelly of the city.

"Hiccup what are we doing here?" Astrid said, looking around at the squalor of their surroundings.

Hiccup ignored her and trotted over to a large metal bin which contained all manner of garbage and filth. He jumped up and balanced on the edge of the bin before fishing out two filthy pieces of cloth and jumping back down. "Here, put this on," Hiccup said, holding out the makeshift cloak to Astrid before donning his own, folding it so that it had a hood.

Astrid beheld the disgusting piece of fabric with disdain before copying Hiccup and donning her own cloak, pulling up the hood regretfully as it came into contact with her hair. "What are we doing Hiccup?" she asked seriously.

"Teaching you how to gather information," Hiccup said as he looked around, making sure no one was watching them, before reaching down and grabbing a fistful of dirt and rubbing it on his face and clothes. Astrid grumbled and copied him, again, much to her chagrin.

Hiccup drew his hood down around his face and strode forth, hunched over to hide his face in shadow. Astrid mirrored him. They made their way through the ghettos of the city, wandering aimlessly. Eventually they came upon a small hovel with several groups of dwarves lounging around, some sleeping, some drinking, some smoking from long wooden pipes. Hiccup approached the hovel and and knocked on the door lightly twice, under the scrutiny of the surrounding dwarves.

A small slot of metal parted allowing a dwarf to look through the door at them. "Watcha want?" he said gruffly.

Hiccup scrutinized the dwarf for a moment before deciding on a course of action. "We're looking for the boss of this here terf," he said in dwarvish, using a flawless Asgardian accent which sounded strange to Astrid's ears, like a haughty lord looking down upon the plebeians.

"Ye' and who's askin'?" the dwarf mumbled out.

"I am Oflar, and this is my companion, Valdis. We've been hired to… find someone, if you catch my drift, and we would pay handsomely to anyone who can make our job easier," Hiccup said, bribing the doorman.

The doorman hummed in thought for a moment before shutting the slot and scurrying off somewhere. Hiccup straightened, looked back at Astrid, and smirked. "Just leave the talking to me and look intimidating," he said in Norse. Astrid shifted her cloak discreetly so that her dual throwing axes were on display, and she noted that Hiccup performed the opposite action, hiding All-slayer under his cloak.

Hiccup and Astrid looked around eying the crowd of dwarves for several minutes before the doorman came back. Opening up the slot in the door again, he said, "the boss will see you now," before the door swung open allowing them entrance.

Hiccup strode forth confidently with Astrid following him, matching his bravado. The doorman led them through the halls of the hovel until they came to a large central room with two guards posted at the doors, armed with old shortswords. At seeing the doorman, the two guards reached for the doors and opened them, allowing them passage. Inside was a large pit with a bonfire blazing, illuminating the room. Old furniture lined the room with dwarves lounging on them, some armed, others not. At the head of the room was a large chair, almost like a throne, upon which sat a dwarf with a long red beard and dressed in fine clothes that were not matched by his company.

Hiccup bowed ever so slightly in a show of mock respect and Astrid repeated the gesture quickly after him. "My men tell me you're in the business of death," the dwarf said with quirked eyebrow.

"That's right, sir," Hiccup said respectfully in his haughty Asgardian accent.

"Who are you looking for?" the dwarven boss asked, getting straight to business.

"We don't know his name actually, only his occupation. Kidnapper, murderer. Dwarves have gone missing in the lower wards, their families have put together a very hefty sum to whomever can deliver justice," Hiccup explained, "we were hoping you had more information."

"Don't know nothing, get out," the dwarf rattled off, a hint of fear in his voice, waving his hand and dismissing them.

"Are you sure? I'd be willing to pay one thousand gold pieces for information leading to the target," Hiccup bribed, hoping he wouldn't have to resort to more aggressive measures.

"I said I know nothing, now leave," the boss growled.

Hiccup shared a quick look with Astrid before touching her mind with his own. "Focus on defending yourself, try not to kill anyone," he warned her. Astrid only had a moments warning before Hiccup drew All-slayer and darted forward, bashing the skulls of the dwarf boss' guards in with the pommel of his sword, knocking them unconscious. Some of the armed dwarves rushed to their leaders defense only to meet the same fate. Several attacked Astrid, who managed to avoid their attacks with ease, even disabling two of her attackers. Compared to Sigrid, they were nothing. The other dwarves fled at the sight, screaming in panic.

By the time the dwarf boss had stood to flee, the fighting was over, and Hiccup held the tip of All-slayer in his direction. "Are you sure there's nothing you want to tell me?" he asked again.

The dwarf grumbled loudly as he beheld the sword and Hiccup's pointed ears, his hood having fallen during the brawl. "Rider," he cursed.

"I have no intention of bringing you to the law, that's not my purpose here. I want any information you have on the missing dwarves in the lower wards, that's it. Give me that, and I'll leave you in peace," Hiccup bargained at swordpoint.

The boss considered the offer for all of two seconds before shaking his head and denying the request. Hiccup's eyes narrowed and he sheathed All-slayer. The dwarf cracked a small smile which was quickly wiped from his face as Hiccup grabbed him by the throat and held him against the throne he had been seated upon. "Have it your way," he said, before launching a ferocious mental assault on the dwarf crime lord's mind.

The dwarf's eyes bulged and his face became red as he came under Hiccup's assault. Astrid stood back and watched, observing the way Hiccup picked the man apart bit by bit, wearing down his defenses and extracting information and memories. The dwarf struggled under his grip for several minutes before stilling and focussing on defending his mind, all the while hate-filled eyes locked with his tormentor.

The dwarf was skilled in defending his mind, that much was clear, he was an expert in it by normal standards, Astrid reasoned, but Hiccup was in a league of his own. Every wall the dwarf formed was laid low by Hiccup again and again as he ravaged the dwarf's brain for information.

After three minutes the dwarf's eyes went wide and his face went tomato red before he lost consciousness and Hiccup smirked before releasing him to collapse into the throne. "Always try to be diplomatic, but don't be afraid to use force if necessary," Hiccup said, almost quoted, to Astrid.

"What did you find out?" she asked, nodding and accepting the lesson, filing it away for future use.

"Nothing. This scum didn't know anything about the disappearances of the dwarves, only that the people who investigate it go missing as well, never to be heard of again. Apparently, one of his lieutenants had family go missing. The lieutenant took a small group of his gang's best soldiers to find out what happened and he had their heads returned to him on pikes," Hiccup explained.

Astrid racked her brain, trying to come up with a solution to who was kidnapping the dwarves or where they had been taken but came up with nothing. "What do we do now?" she asked.

"Now, we get out of here before they wake up. I'm sure they won't be terribly happy to see us when they do," Hiccup jested and turned to leave.

Astrid followed him and discarded her cloak when she saw Hiccup do the same, it appeared the time for stealth had passed. Hiccup held All-slayer at his side, just in case one of the residents of the city's seedy underbelly decided to jump them as they exited the hovel and the ghettos. None dared. The duo quickly made their way back to Ragnarr's palace, the estate guards hesitating to allow them entry with their disheveled appearance but allowed them all the same.

As they entered the estate, Hiccup sheathed his sword and Astrid did the same with her dual throwing axes. "Take the day off and get cleaned up," Hiccup said. Astrid nodded happily and made her way to the large sprawling baths that the palace possessed. It struck her as odd, why anyone would need such a large, opulent area to bathe in, but then again, Ragnarr and his family were royalty. Scrubbing away the filth of her travels and training, Astrid couldn't help but smile at the progress she had made in her friendship with Hiccup. He always felt so aloof, so indifferent, so lofty and powerful. It made it difficult to connect with him as a person, a far cry from the boy in the forge he used to be. Maybe, one day, she would see that boy again.

So lost in her thoughts she was, that she didn't notice anyone enter the baths until they unceremoniously plopped into the water a few feet away from her. Astrid jerked away in surprise, seeing no one as they splash cleared. A second later, a mess of long brown hair erupted from the water with an arrogant smirk on the woman's face. "Sigrid! What are you doing?" Astrid screeched.

"Scared ya, didn't I?" Sigrid gloated.

Astrid rolled her eyes at the dwarf's antics and went back to bathing herself, slightly shying away to preserve her modesty. "So, how was your training? I thought you'd be gone longer," Sigrid commented as she lazily swam through the large pool of the baths.

"It went well," Astrid said proudly, with a hint of her own arrogance, "very well."

"Oh yeah?" Sigrid commented. Astrid had developed a sort of unspoken rivalry with the fiery dwarven princess during their stay, and their competition in their spars for Hiccup's attention brought out the fierceness in both of them.

"Yes, as a matter of fact. I completed what normally took riders weeks in only a single day," Astrid said haughtily.

"Well, congratulations," Sigrid said sarcastically. The two fell into a tense but companionable silence as they soaked their stress away in the waters.

After several minutes, Sigrid spoke. "You're lucky, you know, to have him as your master," she said.

Astrid quirked her eyebrow at Sigrid's tone. "What do you mean?" she responded.

Sigrid scoffed. "You don't know anything about him, do you?" she said, but not in a rude fashion.

Astrid had a hard time containing her anger but remained calm. "I admit, I don't know much about who he is to the nine realms," she said.

Sigrid eyed Astrid and smirked. "He's famous, that's what he is. Riders are incredibly rare, so few in number you could memorize the entire Order's names if you so choose. Vrangr, even more so, because of the war with the dark elves. When things go bump in the night, the dark elves tell their children that it's Vrangr, Scourge of the Dark Elves, come to take them," Sigrid explained.

Astrid nodded in thought for a minute before replying to the dwarf, "How did you become Hiccup's, err, 'rival'?" she asked.

"I've been meaning to ask you, why do you call him Hiccup?" Sigrid asked seriously.

Astrid chuckled lightly to herself. "It is his given name, the one his parents gave him. I guess I never got in the habit of using his assumed one, even after he returned to Berk," she said.

"Isn't a hiccup… that thing, you humans do, with your breathing? Sometimes?" Sigrid asked, perplexed.

Astrid laughed heartily at this. "Yes, yes it is. Berk has an… interesting, tradition. The worse the name is, the better it is at warding off evil spirits. Kind of silly, really," she commented.

"How odd… I like it, I think I'll start calling him that as well," Sigrid said, "anyway… I guess it started when he and his master came Steinn'garor to help quell the rebellion and facilitate negotiations between the royal family and the rebels."

"The rebels had captured some Whispering Deaths, starving and beating them, until they were in a rage. They unleashed them upon the city, letting them wreak havoc. My father and I were on our way to the royal palace seeking shelter when a group of rebels ambushed us with one of the dragons, we would have died had not Vrangr, Hiccup rather," Sigrid explained, tasting the feel of Hiccup's name, "stepped in and saved us. He slew the rebels and calmed the dragon enough for us to reach safety. In gratitude for saving our lives, grandfather helped him forge All-slayer in the heart of the sun."

"In… the heart of the sun?" Astrid questioned, interested to know where Hiccup had picked up his, what seemed now, iconic weapon.

Sigrid just smirked. "It's a clan secret, but there is no harm in telling you. There is, I don't know how to describe it, almost like a door. You can open it from this side, and when you step through, you're inside the sun. It is most strange, I've only ever been there once. Inside is a grand forge, the likes of which no mortal has ever seen. We believe that it was the forge of the gods, who created our world. Grandfather and Hiccup toiled for four days and nights with a rare starmetal given to him by the elves, and in the end, All-slayer was born. It is a weapon fit for a king, it wouldn't lose to the likes of even Mjolnir or Gungnir," Sigrid boasted before continuing her story.

"When I saw him fight, I don't know, it just seemed so… heroic, divine. I knew that's what I wanted to be, a rider. After that day I started taking my training seriously, hoping to be chosen by a dragon, or at least chosen to go to the Lopt'agaeti the elves hold every decade," Sigrid continued on with her story.

"What's the Lopt'agaeti?" Astrid asked, it didn't sound like a dwarvish word.

"It's elvish, it means 'sky celebration', it's a celebration held by the elves to promote the choosing of riders. Dragons from all over Alfheim gather at their capital, looking for riders. There were two chosen in such a way these past hundred years, I hope to be the third," Sigrid said proudly.

"And all this just because Hiccup saved your life?" Astrid asked.

"Well, that, and there are some perks to being a rider that are nice," Sigrid said shyly.

Astrid remained silent, prompting her to continue. "Dwarves aren't well thought of in the other realms since we can't use magic. We have to use our brains and brawn to accomplish what others can do with a few words. It's like in our spars, where I have to bow my head to get you to dull my warhammer. If a dwarf bonds with a dragon, they can use magic. Dwarven riders are treasures to us, champions of our race," Sigrid said with a hint of sadness.

"Sigrid, I don't think any less of you for not being able to use magic. You shouldn't feel like you're bowing to me or something, we're friends, I'd like to think, there's nothing to it," Astrid said, not liking her self-deprecating thoughts.

Sigrid beamed at her in return before nodding, a small smile on her lips. "There is one other thing though, riders are above the law. Their duty comes first, always. It would allow me to get out of my marriage," she said sadly.

Astrid choked on her saliva. "You're married!" she exclaimed in surprise.

"Well, engaged rather. It's been decided since before I was born, royal politics and all that. Some old dwarf lord that would put me in a better position for the throne, should Konungr ever abdicate," Sigrid said, briefly explaining her races politics in layman's terms.

"Doesn't sound like you like your betrothed much," Astrid commented.

"He's not a bad man, I'm sure, just that I would rather marry for love, not power. The age gap is a little… strange, too. I hate this game the royal family plays," Sigrid confided in Astrid.

"Age gap?" she questioned.

Sigrid looked at the ceiling, running through mental calculations. "I think he is about… somewhere in his early twelve hundreds," she said finally.

Astrid's eyes bulged at the astronomical age of the dwarf. Clearing her throat, she nervously said, "If you don't mind me asking, how old are you?"

Sigrid gave her a small smirk. "I'll be two hundred and five this year," she said.

"That's nearly a thousand years difference in age!" Astrid exclaimed, making a note to thank Hiccup for teaching her her numbers back on Berk.

"Yes, well, all in the name of politics," Sigrid grumbled.

The two of them sat in the baths for several more minutes in a friendly silence. "How about this," Astrid said, a small smirk on her lips, "I can help you, teach you things about dragons, things Hiccup taught me. In return, you help me learn dwarvish and how to fight better. Deal?"

Sigrid considered the deal for all of two seconds before smiling and reaching out to shake Astrid's hand. The two women shared a small smile as they shook hands, it was the beginning of a strong friendship. Astrid hopped out of the baths, leaving Sigrid to her privacy, before dressing and making her way to the great hall to find an afternoon meal. She could tell things were going to work out. Her relationship with Hiccup had improved and she had gained a friend in Sigrid. The nine realms were treating her well.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The next morning Astrid's routine returned to normal, with her waiting around for Hiccup to wake up whilst dreading whatever form of training he had for her that day. Stormfly had not yet returned and it was beginning to wear on her nerves, she hadn't realized how empty she felt when her dragon wasn't around. It was like missing a part of herself.<p>

Eventually the time reached three hours past noon and Astrid refused to wait any longer. She knocked on Hiccup's door twice loudly and received no answer. With caution she opened the door, finding it unlocked, and entered his room to find… nothing. Hiccup wasn't there, and it didn't appear as if he had been in his room that night. His bed was made, courtesy of the servants, and his desk was in order, no scrolls or tomes littering it. The tapestry that covered the door to the balcony where their dragons slept was drawn and closed. It appeared that he had not inhabited the room since before they had left.

Astrid exited his room and wandered the palace halls aimlessly, slightly lost, looking for Hiccup, to no avail. She stumbled upon a number of servants, all who had not seen Hiccup since before they had left for their training. Astrid was growing worried. Eventually she found Sigrid, seated in the grand study of the palace. It functioned as both a library and a workshop, with several half finished devices scattered around on workbenches. She was hunched over her desk, reading from a very thick book.

"Sigrid, have you seen Hiccup today? Or yesterday for that matter," Astrid asked her, slightly irate.

Sigrid looked up from her book with dark bags under her eyes. "No, I haven't, why?" she said.

"He's been missing since this morning, maybe last night. I don't think he returned to the palace after we returned," Astrid said, looking around the study with interest.

Sigrid hummed in thought. "Alright then, I was getting bored anyway. It's unlikely he is on the grounds, so we can search the city for him. It'll be a good chance to help you learn dwarvish, too," she said, before snapping her book shut and jumping out of her chair.

"Do you have any idea where he would be?" Astrid asked, unsure of where they would begin their search.

"My guess would be the royal palace, I doubt he would be lounging around the city somewhere," Sigrid answered.

The two women walked through the city as a leisurely pace, searching places of import for Hiccup, but also enjoying the sights of the city. Sigrid showed her places that only a dwarf would know of, and insisted they only speak dwarvish from now on, the more she spoke it, the easier it would be to learn. They visited merchants and restaurants, forges and workshops, as they wandered closer and closer to the royal palace on the far side of the city. Sigrid pointed out the districts of the city, where other clans held territory, and what their function inside the city was. It was the most normal thing either of them had done in a long time.

Finally, after having exhausted nearly every point of interest in the city that they thought Hiccup might be at, they started for the royal palace in earnest. It was a much different trip by foot than by dragon, and the sheer size of the royal palace didn't fail to strike awe into Astrid, and even Sigrid, who had grown up around the palace all her life. The guards near the entrance nodded and saluted as they recognized Sigrid, and to a lesser extend Astrid.

"Odd," Sigrid commented, "there are more guards today than usual."

Astrid unconsciously shifted her throwing axes on her belt into a more accessible position, her palms still pained her too much to wield her battleaxe. "Why would there be more guards?" she asked, slightly worried at the implications.

"I don't know-" Sigrid said before being cut off. A red faced dwarf burst between the two of them, knocking Astrid off her feet and pushing aside Sigrid.

"Halt in the name of the king!" several guards roared as they gave chase. Both women recovered immediately and made to chase after the, what appeared to be, escaped criminal. Before they could react, a crimson blur sped past both them and the pursuing guards. In one quick moment, the escaping criminal was sprinting towards the city below, and the next he was collapsed on the ground, bleeding profusely from a wound in his back.

Astrid's heart was pounding and adrenaline surged through her veins, her axes drawn and ready for battle. "Found Hiccup," Sigrid said.

"What?" Astrid breathily asked, exasperated. Sigrid just pointed at the man standing over the dwarf. Hiccup was standing over the slain dwarf, gore coating All-slayer as he wiped it down on the clothes of his victim. Astrid hadn't recognized him, and wouldn't have, had Sigrid not pointed it out. Instead of his normal clothes, he wore a tight fitting midnight black armor, which upon closer inspection, looked to be made of dragon scales, which Astrid assumed were from Toothless. The armor covered everything, from his arms, to his chest, to his legs and feet. Most of which was obscured by a rose red tabard, which came down to his thighs and tapered into a point between his legs. His belt acted as a sash worn around the outside of the tabard, giving form to his chest. On the front and back of the tabard was a black crest of a stylized Night Fury.

He looked exceedingly regal, completely the opposite of what Astrid had come to identify Hiccup as. The red of the tabard contrasted with the pallor of his skin, giving him an ethereal appearance. Hiccup sheathed All-slayer and moved to approach Sigrid and Astrid as the guards took away the corpse of the fallen.

"What are you two doing here?" he asked casually, as if he had not just smote down a dwarf.

Astrid took a breath and was about to question him before Sigrid spoke for her. "Looking for you. What's going on here?" she asked.

"I found some people of interest who may be involved in the kidnappings, we just got back from raiding them," Hiccup said and shrugged.

Behind them, more prisoners were being led by a group of guards at swordpoint. "Stop! Please! We're innocent! We were just looking for our missing friends and family! I beg of you!" a dwarf pleaded with a guard. Others mirrored his pleas, others remained silent, broken.

"Silence criminal scum! You'll get your justice in the dungeons," a guard jeered, poking the dwarf in the rump with the point of his sword.

Astrid was slightly disturbed by their pleas and the way the guards, Hiccup, and even Sigrid were ignoring them, but she thought it was beyond her position to say anything. "What's with the outfit?" she instead opted with.

Hiccup glanced down as if examining himself. "Knight's attire," he said, "well, the tabard mostly. It's taboo to wear one in this color if you're not a rider. You'll get yours when you're promoted to knighthood."

Astrid swallowed her growing discomfort as the dwarven prisoners lamentations increased. Sigrid eyed the tabard with envious eyes, and Astrid knew she was dreaming of the day she would get her own tabard. As the last of the prisoners was herded into the palace, and not through the front door, instead down into the dungeons through a side entrance, Hiccup sighed. "Come on then, I assume you'll be looking for today's training," he said, gesturing for Astrid and Sigrid to follow him.

Both women followed him as he walked back towards the city, the tail of his tabard swishing back and forth, matching his gait. The simple action drew the eyes and ears to his presence, almost as if by magic. The guards straightened in their stance and slammed their fists into their chests, or pounded their spears on the ground, as he passed.

Astrid followed behind Sigrid and Hiccup in silence as Sigrid hounded him for information about the raid. Who they were, what they were doing, who was in charge of the operation. Hiccup deftly skated around her questions, saying that he didn't know, and would have to wait until the dungeons produced results. It was a long forty-five minutes until they finally reached the estate grounds again. Instead of leading them back to Ragnarr's palace, Hiccup led them to the training arena.

Astrid and Sigrid were somewhat surprised as Hiccup stepped down into the arena himself, lightly landing on the arena's sandy floor. The two women shared a look before dropping down into the arena themselves, unsure of what was happening. "No need for weapons today," he said to them both, "you'll be learning how to fight barehanded. You can't always count on having a weapon, or being able to draw your weapon. A sword makes killing easier, but you should be able to take down any foe with just your hands. You'll spar several times with me, and then among yourselves."

"Who is first?" Sigrid asked.

Hiccup quirked an eyebrow as if to say, did you really just ask that? "Both, at the same time," he said simply before taking several steps backwards and holding up his right hand open palmed and his left hanging loosely by his waist.

Sigrid shared a quick glance at Astrid before tilting her head towards Hiccup. She caught the message. Sigrid let loose a savage battle cry before charging Hiccup, Astrid following directly behind her to capitalize on any openings Hiccup gave them.

Sigrid ducked and weaved between Hiccup's fists as she tried to get close enough to grapple with him and use her superior leverage to her advantage. Try as she might, Hiccup evaded all her attempts to grab him and gave her several blows for her trouble. Astrid lurked just outside Hiccup's reach, waiting to capitalize on her own attack. Hiccup decided to change up the pace.

In an instant he switched focus from defense to offense and changed targets from Sigrid to Astrid. Astrid was caught off guard but his speed and strength were not yet at levels she could not stand against. She caught his first strike with her forearm, blocking it, before her guard was destroyed by a downward slash coming from his failed attack. The force of the disarm sent Astrid reeling backwards. Sigrid rushed to her aid, giving up on trying to grapple with Hiccup. Instead, she braced herself to take several blows and moved into his range. When she was close enough, she made her move, stomping on Hiccup's forward foot eliciting a small hiss of pain. For her troubles she received several blows, the last of which Hiccup latched onto her shoulder and bodily tossed her the length of the arena.

Astrid rushed Hiccup while his back was turned, dealing with Sigrid, and made a long sweeping kick towards his thigh. Sensing the attack, Hiccup turned on her and checked her kick, blocking her kick with his shin, rendering it powerless. Astrid growled in pain as waves of agony radiated from her own shin. She had only a moment to dodge Hiccup's next attack, and open palmed strike at her stomach. She jumped back as quickly as her body would allow, just barely escaping the strike even with the aid of magic. She was surprised then to find that the blow was still effective, the power of his attack traveling forward and knocking her back. Astrid stumbled and fell on her back.

"A good first try, especially the teamwork," Hiccup complimented to them both as Sigrid rejoined them and Astrid stood, dusting the sand from her leggings, "now try on your own."

Hiccup stalked over to the edge of the arena and lifted himself onto the lip of rock that was the floor of the estate. Astrid and Sigrid stood in the arena a few feet apart from each other and took their stances. They shared one look with each other, before their eyes darted to Hiccup, and then back to each other again. Both women smiled.

Their smiles didn't last long. For the next four hours Hiccup brutally drilled into them the art of unarmed combat. Their bodies would be no less sore than their second spar. Hiccup was, as ever, a harsh master.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Several days later, a dwarf with a long black beard stalked through the halls of the royal palace, flanked by two of his most loyal guards. Loyalty was a hard trait to find in men, and one that the dwarf valued beyond the greatest hordes of gold or the largest of precious gems. It was a naturally valued trait in soldiers, but even more so for his line of work. After all, the price for discovery was, naturally, death. The dwarf had no misconceptions that he would be spared the executioner's axe should the king or rider discover his treachery.<p>

The dwarf stormed through a set of heavy stone doors, nearly breaking them off their hinges in his haste and anger. The guards that were following him dutifully took up their posts outside without a word from their master. The occupants of the room rose from the table they sat at at their lord's arrival. "Greetings, chief Ginnar," they all hailed as one.

Ginnar raised his hand and dismissed their formalities. "What news?" the chief asked in a worried tone.

His subjects shared a small knowing look with each other before smirking. "The rider is a fool, the greatest of fools. Every dwarf he captured were innocent, all family members or friends of dwarves we have taken. He's done all the work we wanted to do and without suspicion. We can get rid of them at our leisure, ensuring they don't speak a word of anything they know, if anything at all," one of the dwarves reported.

A vile grin spread across chief Ginnar's face. He had nothing to fear with the arrival of the rider, lord Loki would be pleased, very pleased indeed. Without witnesses, and with himself controlling the information that the rider was fed, they could not be caught. No, he would not be caught, and once he gave Loki his army of dwarves he would be king of Nidavellir. Nothing would stand in his way, nothing could stand in his way.

"Here is what you are to do," Ginnar said darkly, "torture them to death. Do it quickly, in the night. Find out what they know about the operation. In the morning when the rider returns they must all be dead. I will claim that they were agents of Loki and that they would rather die than betray their master. Naturally, we helped accommodate their request, and any information they gave us resulted in us easing their passing."

Lips curled upwards in dark smirks all around the room. Yes, they were incredibly lucky. The gods were certainly blessing their actions when they sent forth the most foolish of riders to bring them low. The dwarves saluted their chief and scurried off to perform their duties. That night, the cries of the dying and those mourning the dead rang out from the dungeons of the royal palace. When the lamps of the city lit once more, their lamentations were quiet.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid woke early, as was her habit. Despite Hiccup's natural tendency to sleep until well after the sun had risen, she was not able to fall into his bad habits. This left her with plenty of time to burn before her training officially began in the afternoon. Before, she would spend the hours pacing the halls of the palace, exploring, or spending time idly with Stormfly. Now, however, she had a friend. Astrid would seek out Sigrid and the two women would revel in each other's company.<p>

As per their agreement, Astrid taught Sigrid about dragons in secret, away from the watchful eyes of her master. In return, Sigrid taught Astrid the finer intricacies of combat, her personal fighting style, and how to deal with opponents faster or stronger than herself, which every race was, her being human. They had quickly learned that it was best not to actually spar or train in their free time, as Hiccup was as strict as ever, and they received plenty of actual sparring during their training. Instead, they opted for a no contact spar. Their blows were slow and weak, focussed more on technique and form. They had slowly moved from speaking Norse to dwarvish, and eventually phased out the human tongue altogether. The result was Astrid speaking near fluent in the dwarven tongue in nearly a week's time. With Sigrid's help, she even managed to pick up most of the accent and even learn a small portion of various dialects.

To Astrid, it felt as if she was back on Berk, spending her time with Ruffnut as they often did, being the only two women their age. It was normal, and she desperately needed normal adrift the sea of the unnatural. She had noticed a significant improvement in Sigrid's attitude since their friendship began in earnest that she would not have noticed otherwise. Sigrid was, in a word, depressed, most of the time. The responsibilities of being a royal princess must have been crushing. Astrid tried to imagine what it would be like, and pictured herself as the heir of Berk. She imagined herself going through all the extra training that Snotlout had gone through, on top of what she trained herself in. It was a daunting reality. She could understand how Sigrid felt. She herself had been dreading the day her parents sat her down to announce that they had found a suitable marriage partner for her. And, in a way, they had. Were Hiccup not there to force their hands, she would be some dullard viking's wife at this moment instead of rider-in-training.

When Sigrid was with Astrid, her burdens seemed lightened, and she was happier, more personable. They had quickly became good friends. Their progress in training each other had been slow but steady, which led to their current situation.

"Come on, Sigrid, don't be scared now. How are you going to be a rider if you can't even ride a dragon?" Astrid mocked.

"There is a difference between being a rider with your bonded dragon and riding your dragon, Astrid," Sigrid quipped back.

Behind them, Stormfly snapped her jaws playfully, fully enjoying the awe, if not a hint of fear, the dwarf was showing her. "She should be afraid," Stormfly gloated, "I am the fiercest predator of the skies. None should behold me and see a simple beast of burden." The dragons had returned several days after herself and Hiccup had returned to the estate. Stormfly's body had trouble adjusting to the motions of swimming. Nadders simply weren't built for aquatic environments. The lack of arms, as well as their large legs, were more suited for aerial and ground movements. Toothless was a natural in land, sky, and water, and it it infuriated Stormfly to no end that the Night Fury was gifted so.

A small smile tinged Astrid's lips at her dragon's words. "Come on, I promise nothing bad will happen. If you fall, she'll catch you. I swear it," Astrid reassured her, "I'll even ride with you if it makes you feel better."

Sigrid grumbled and submitted. She would have to do this sooner or later, best to do it now. "Fine," she said.

Astrid smiled broadly and leapt onto Stormfly's saddle before holding out a hand to Sigrid. The dwarf huffed and leapt up before grasping forearms with Astrid, who hoisted her into the saddle. Sigrid chuckled nervously at the height at which Stormfly stood. "Ready?" Astrid asked when Sigrid was settled into the saddle. Sigrid nervously nodded several times.

Astrid gripped the lip of the saddle and held on tight. Stormfly's wings rose around them, like sails on a ship before catching the wing. Her body dipped as the muscles in her legs coiled with the power needed to carry them to the skies. Sigrid's breath caught in her chest in apprehension.

In a single powerful burst of motion, Stormfly leapt into the air and beat her wings furiously. In seconds they were hundreds of feet in the air, drifting aimlessly in the sky above the city far below them. Sigrid's heart thundered in her chest and her arms coiled around Astrid's belly from behind. "Sigrid, come on, open your eyes," Astrid called over the roar of the wind.

"No thanks, I think I'll keep them shut!" she yelled back.

"Think of it this way, you can open your eyes up here and see the beauty of the city as the gods do," Astrid paused to let the option sink in, "or, you could open your eyes to the sleeping face of your betrothed every morning. The choice is yours."

Sigrid swallowed her rebuttal and and cracked open her eyes every so slightly. The wind whipped at her face but it didn't bother her as her breath was stolen by the view. Steinn'garor was a beautiful city, the finest of dwarven engineering, and it was even more so when viewed from dragonback. She could make out each sector of the city, which parts were ruled by which clan, the market square in the center, the heavily guarded entrance to the underground seas on the north side of the cavern. Far above her light from the sun shone through the crevice that guarded the entrance to her city. Truly, it was beautiful.

Astrid smirked as she beheld Sigrid's awed expression. "See, that wasn't so bad was it," she jested.

"No, not bad at all…" Sigrid's voice trailed off as she scoured the city.

"It is magnificent," a male voice agreed directly above them.

Astrid, Sigrid, and Stormfly jumped out of their skin in surprise, nearly falling out of the sky. Above them, flying upside down, was Hiccup and Toothless. Their approach was silent and swift, and neither of them would have known they were there had Hiccup not spoken. Toothless happily giggled in his strange dragon way and Hiccup smirked.

Sigrid made to punch Hiccup but her fist met only air. "Don't you dare do that again Hiccup or I'll beat that pretty white skin black and blue," she threatened.

Hiccup chuckled to himself, the action causing his long auburn hair to bob in the wind. "Come on, time for your training," Hiccup said before Toothless righted them and made a series of sharp, unnatural turns in the air, maneuvering his large mass back towards the ground. Toothless landed gently on the rocky floor of the estate grounds and Hiccup dismounted. Stormfly followed close behind and Astrid hopped off nimbly before helping Sigrid to the ground.

"We'll continue where we left off yesterday," Hiccup began. This elicited groans from Astrid and Sigrid. Hiccup had been instructing them in the art of unarmed combat the entire week and it had been a gruelingly difficult and painful process.

"As I was saying, I'll show you how to fight against an armed opponent with no weapon today. We've been mainly focussing on hand-to-hand combat but that is not always the case in war, in fact, it is mostly the opposite," Hiccup lectured.

Astrid and Sigrid nodded, accepting their fate, and jumped down into the sandy floor of the arena once more. Hiccup followed them, drawing his sword and muttering a quick spell in elvish to prevent it from harming his students. The three of them took their stances and were about to begin before they were interrupted by a winded, red faced dwarf messenger.

"Vrangr! My lord, I bring word from the palace," the messenger managed to breathe out, "the prisoners, they've all died in the night. You've been summoned at once."

Hiccup scowled and sheathed All-slayer, dispelling the magic on the blade, before leaping out of the arena and onto Toothless' saddle. Astrid and Sigrid watched as he and Toothless burst into the skies and thunder towards the palace. Their speed when not held back was a sight to behold. Astrid and Sigrid shared a quick look before they scrambled out of the arena and back onto Stormfly's saddle, chasing after Hiccup and Toothless. It took them only seconds to get in the skies after Toothless but the Night Fury was only a dot in the distance. Stormfly beat her wings furiously, trying to match their master's haste to no avail.

In a matter of minutes both dragons were standing outside the entrance to the royal palace. Hiccup stood in front of the giant golden doors waiting for them to allow him entrance as Astrid and Hiccup left a very exhausted Stormfly to rest with Toothless. "Who said you two could come?" Hiccup asked tersely.

Sigrid answered for herself and Astrid. "I'm a royal princess and Astrid is a rider-in-training. We have every right to be here, and if we didn't, I could always use my political power to get in," she quipped.

Hiccup smirked but said nothing in response. The titanic gold doors eventually parted enough for a man to walk through and Hiccup stalked forward followed closely by Astrid and Sigrid. A servant quickly attended to their group, leading them to the throne room. It was much the same as the first time Hiccup had visited, except that in addition to the king and the chiefs, various lords and ladies of the dwarven court were standing on either side of the carpet leading to the throne. Hiccup confidently strode forth to join the chiefs near the base of the throne as Astrid and Sigrid found a spot among the crowd.

As Hiccup joined the proceedings the room grew silent. "What happened?" Hiccup demanded, speaking before either the king or his chiefs.

The dwarven king frowned as he gestured to one of his chiefs. "I believe chief Ginnar can explain," he said sourly.

An older dwarf with a long black beard, wearing a helm with the crest of two knives crossed, stepped forward. "I am Ginnar, chief of the Dreyrugr clan. We act as police and jailers and are responsible for the prisoners. As is our duty, we interrogated the prisoners you brought before us. During the course of our interrogation we learned that they were servants of the mad Loki. Rather than betray their lord, they held their tongues to the grave despite our best efforts to extract any information," the chief explained, to which the lords and ladies of the court broke into gossip at the mention of the leader of the Ragnarok alliance.

Hiccup's lips curled downwards in displeasure. "There were nearly one hundred men and women I captured. You interrogated them all in a single night? With enough severity to kill them?" he questioned tersely.

Ginnar swallowed discreetly in nervousness. "I ordered it with haste, lord rider. My heart aches to see my people preyed upon so," he said with a silver tongue.

Hiccup's eye twitched in annoyance. "And did you at least get any actionable intelligence from them?" he asked.

"I am afraid they were most loyal and refused to speak, even under the most painful of tortures," Ginnar replied.

Hiccup scowled. His only leads were gone, he would have to search the underground seas himself, provided he could broker peace with the blockade and assassinate it's leader at the same time. His task just increased in difficulty. Around him, the other chiefs and the king wore similar expressions. Ginnar tried his best to appear sincere and innocent. The lords and ladies of the court whispered in hushed tones, gossiping about the future of this endeavor. Astrid and Sigrid shared a concerned look but remained silent, focussing on the conversation at hand.

"Fine," Hiccup said darkly before turning and stomping out of the throne room. The lords and ladies grew silent and parted from his path. His gait was quick and aggressive and Astrid and Sigrid scurried after him as he stormed down the halls and back towards their dragons. No one had noticed Ginnar's lips curl upwards in pleasure as Hiccup departed. No one had noticed Hiccup barely containing his own smile as he left the throne room. Everything had gone according to plan.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

I found a sudden burst of inspiration and managed to finish this chapter in more or less two days, hope you guys enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. We're slowly making progress on the plot of the Nidavellir arc, and I think I'm right on track with my estimate of ten chapters, give or take one or two.

We now know what Hiccup's dreams are! Seers are incredibly influential in the events of the world. There has never been a Seer who has not changed the direction of history. What Hiccup seeks in the Realm Eternal, well, that's something you'll have to wait and find out. I'll give you a hint, he's not just looking around aimlessly. Feel free to guess in the reviews.

I had originally planned to have another scene with Loki and his compatriots in another evil meeting but I have decided it will be best to surprise you guys when his allies show up. I think you guys will like the villains I have crafted.

A note about Sigrid's family. Her grandfather, the clan chief, is one of the king's advisors and also the man who helped Hiccup forge his sword, All-slayer. All-slayer itself is what I would classify as a weapon of legend, similar in power to other notable weapons, such as Mjolnir and Gungnir. Other weapons of this calibre exist, some real, others imagined, that will appear during the story. Every weapon of such power carries a number of unique enchantments, some of which you can guess, or have seen in Hiccup's case, and their wielders are all important or powerful figures. Anyway, Sigrid's father, Ragnarr, is a prince and by extension, his daughter is a princess.

**Regarding Sigrid's role in the story,** I'm a little torn. I had originally intended for her to be a filler character that helped Astrid grow during the Nidavellir arc but I've quickly grown attached to her character as I've fleshed it out more and more. Astrid and Sigrid's friendship will continue to progress in future chapters and she becomes more prominent in the plot to make the dwarves subservient to Loki. In my mind, I'd like for her dream to come true, for her to become a rider, but I'll leave that for you guys to decide after her character is fleshed out a little bit more. Either way, we will be parting from her character at the end of this arc as we focus more on the Alfheim story. She will return near the end, when Hiccup and Astrid confront the troubles there.

The Knight's attire was something I struggled imagining. The riders are so rare, yet so important, they would need something to distinguish them. Yet at the same time, they were a very varied Order. Their members would have ridden different dragons, come from different races, specialized in different weapons and magics, and been comfortable in different armors. In the end, I decided on something simple. A tabard. It would be easily worn by all races and allowed them to wear whatever armor they so choose and wield whatever weapon they are proficient in. The standard tabard is a brilliant rose red color, plain with no markings on it. Many riders choose to take an emblem, usually based on their dragon, and imprint it upon the tabard. In Hiccup's case, this is the stylized Night Fury crest from the series (the Strike class symbol). Wearing the red tabard is not illegal, but is considered the highest taboo in all the realms. Impersonators of riders have, historically, not died pleasant deaths.

We also learned that Thor is a rider in this chapter. I bet you can guess which dragon he has bonded with. I've been sent a few messages about people looking forward to the Hiccup and Thor reunion, it will be grand, I promise you that.

We'll see a bit of fluff next chapter. Hopefully that will tide your romance needs over until Alfheim.

There was some more Norse in this chapter, here are the translations.

- Frode, the Grand Master of the Order (!), stems from Frooi, which means "the wise one," or "clever, learned, wise." Frodo from LOTR is also based on this name, TIL!

- The names Hiccup used during their infiltration of the gang, Oflar, "false, dishonest, or treacherous," and Valdis, "foreign."

- The Lopt'agaeti, the "sky celebration" held by the elves, which is most likely where Sigrid would bond with her dragon should she become a rider.

- Ginnar, the evil mastermind behind Loki's machinations on the realm. "Betrayer," also a real dwarf in the eddas.

- Ginnar's clan, the Dreyrugr, or the "blood stained." They act as the city's police and jailers, sort of like a secret police. They are generally not well liked due to their abuse of power.

Read and review,

- Musica


	10. Politics and Power

**A/N:** Does anyone actually read the author's note at the bottom of the chapters? I tend to rattle on a bit but there is some good information about the lore of the story as well as translations for all the Norse I used.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The flight back to Ragnarr's estate had been short, quiet, and tense. Astrid and Sigrid could tell Hiccup was not in a good mood. The two dragons circled each other in the sky over the estate, Hiccup and Toothless had made no move to land and so neither did Astrid, Sigrid, and Stormfly. Hiccup appeared to be contemplating something as he and Toothless glided at a lofty height. It appeared that he had reached a decision, for in the next instant Toothless beat his wings and accelerated to top speed, thundering out of the city through the crevice in the ceiling before Astrid had time to blink her eyes. As they passed through the crevice the air seemed to boom in anger. Truly they were the kings of the skies, unmatched in speed.<p>

Astrid sighed. "I guess that means we don't have training today," she yelled over the wind to Sigrid, before she and Stormfly landed. There was no way they could catch Toothless when he wasn't holding back.

"What should we do then?" Sigrid asked as she leapt down from Stormfly's back, glad to be back on solid ground despite the euphoria flight brought with it.

Astrid shrugged and thought for a moment. "I don't know, I think Hiccup wants some time to himself. He probably won't be back until tomorrow, and I don't really want to take the day off. Should we just train on our own like we usually do?" Astrid suggested.

"I guess," Sigrid said, sighing.

Astrid and Sigrid made their way over to the training arena and dropped into it's floors once again. It had frightened Astrid at first, it was a barbaric looking arena, nothing like the training ring on Berk, or the mountain clearing Hiccup made them climb to, but over time she had grown used to it and she no longer felt the butterflies in her belly when she stood in the center. "So, I'll teach you how to calm a dragon if you'll teach me that stomp that nearly broke Hiccup's foot," Astrid jested.

Sigrid just nodded. "The most important part is trust," Astrid began lecturing, "dragons are smart, as smart as we are, sometimes even more so. If you treat them like some dumb animal they will act like one and strike out at you. If you trust them, and treat them like you would a normal person, they'll treat you the same. When Hiccup had us interact with wild dragons the first thing we did was offer up a token of trust. We would walk up to a dragon, hold out our hand to them, as if to pet them, and then turn away. If the dragon trusted you, as you trusted it, it would complete the gesture."

Astrid paused in her story and Stormfly came to her aside by unspoken request. "Like this," she said, as the two of them reenacted the greeting their master had taught them. Sigrid's mood lightened considerably as Astrid taught her the secrets of dragons, her anger and sadness about her people's disappearance temporarily forgotten.

"We'll have to find some wild dragons some time when Hiccup isn't watching so we can try it out," Astrid said confidently, "who knows? Maybe you'll even find your bonded dragon when we do!"

Sigrid couldn't help but smirk at the thought. For the next three hours Astrid continued to teach Sigrid about all the ways to communicate with dragons, both verbally and nonverbally. It was a massive amount of information but Sigrid devoured and memorized it all. As Astrid's lecture came to an end, it was Sigrid's turn. "The first thing you have to know about Hiccup is that he's real elfy," she said.

"Elfy…?" Astrid questioned, an eyebrow raised in disbelief.

"Yeah, elfy. They like to dance around on their feet, real twinkletoes they are," Sigrid reaffirmed, "if you want to beat an elf, you take out their feet. That's what my father always taught me. Once their movements cut down you can overpower them with ease. The best way? A nice, hard stomp. Real effective, real easy. You might have to eat a few blows to get in close enough, but once you are, they never see it coming."

Sigrid assumed a wide, bowleg stance. "Here, like this," Sigrid demonstrated, "you want your center low, all of your strength flowing into your leg. The power comes from the motion of the attack. This applies to all the attacks I've learned, it's the basis of my family's style."

Astrid tried her best to copy the stance and Sigrid rolled her eyes. "You tall ones, no coordination at all, I swear," she complained before slapping Astrid's thigh, eliciting a small squeak, and moving her legs into the proper position.

"Lower, lower," Sigrid urged, pulling Astrid down by the hips, "there. That's better."

Sigrid assumed her stance once again. "Now, like this," she said, before slowly going through the motions, observing Astrid as she copied her.

"Once you've rotated your hips, you bring your foot down in the same motion, and-" a plume of sand erupted from the ground where Sigrid stomped with all her might.

Astrid performed the attack with enough speed and power in an attempt to accomplish what Sigrid had. Her stomp was strong, but not anywhere near as powerful as Sigrid's. "That's not bad for your first try," Sigrid commended, "you have to focus on efficiency. You can use less strength in your attacks if your form is more perfect. I could do this all day if I had to so long as I keep using my strength efficiently."

Astrid nodded and repeated the attack again at Sigrid's prompting, trying to feel the flow of the movement more clearly. After multiple attempts, Sigrid nodded in approval. "Good, you've almost got the basics down. If you keep practicing that, you should be breaking feet in no time," she said cheerfully.

Astrid couldn't help but chuckle at Sigrid's joke. That was one thing she liked about the dwarven princess, her crude humor reminded her of Berk. For the next three hours Sigrid taught Astrid various attacks using the same principle as the stomp, from punches to kicks, to grapples. The basics of her clans personal fighting style where all imparted to Astrid and by the time their training had ended she had a fair understanding of the technique, all that she needed was time and practice to become a master.

"Come on, let's head back," Astrid suggested when their self regimented training was completed for the day. Still no sign of Hiccup and Toothless. Astrid and Sigrid bathed before returning to their own studies, Astrid reading an old book about the intricacies of multicaster spellweaving and Sigrid being tutored on politics by a court official.

Sigrid retired early while Astrid lingered into the wee hours of the night, waiting, hoping Hiccup would return. Eventually she could stave off her slumber no longer and passed into her dreams, still seated at the desk in her room, Stormfly keeping a watchful eye on her from outside on the balcony.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"Hatchling, they've returned," Stormfly whispered in the confines of her and Astrid's mind during the early morn.<p>

"Wha…" Astrid mumbled, blinking away the sleep from her eyes.

"Masters Hiccup and Toothless, they returned sometime in the night," Stormfly informed her rider, shifting her mass away from the door that led to the balcony so Astrid could see outside.

Outside the massive bulk of Toothless slept on his side, his wings folded into a makeshift shelter like she had seen so many times on Berk. Beside them was a large pile of… something, covered by a thick leather tarp. "Let him sleep, he's probably tired," Astrid said before rolling to her other side and getting comfortable in bed once again.

"But, they brought the metal-scales you humans like to wear. It's quite beautiful," Stormfly commented. This piqued Astrid's curiosity enough to keep her from falling back to her dreams.

Astrid sat up and sighed before yawning and stretching her arms above her head. "They brought back armor?" she asked Stormfly as she shook the last chains of sleep from herself.

"Yes, yes, the metal-scales," Stormfly said excitedly. Astrid quickly learned that her dragon had a penchant for shiny and beautiful things. More than once she had to remind her that she couldn't just take things because she was a dragon.

Astrid pushed aside the tapestry that acted as the door between her room and the balcony and walked into the dimly lit light burning from the lamps in the city. Underneath the thick leather tarp Astrid could make out large pieces of silvery metal, which looked almost like armor, except that it was made for something much, much larger than a man.

"Dragon armor…?" Astrid whispered to herself in awe.

Toothless flicked one eye open to examine Astrid, it was clear he had not been sleeping. "Hey Toothless," Astrid greeted him, "where's Hiccup?"

Toothless closed his eye and shifted his wings enough to reveal the slumbering form of Hiccup, sweating and shivering under a thin sheet of linens. Astrid remembered what he told her about being a Seer and let him be, instead opting to pull up the leather tarp and examine the armor underneath. Toothless drew his wing back protectively over his rider.

Astrid clasped her hand to her mouth as she flung the tarp off the armor. Underneath were two distinct sets of armor, clearly made for dragons. Both were made from silvery steel, one set inlaid with emerald, the other sapphire, in various leafy designs. The emerald set was larger than the sapphire one, and was made for a longer, thinner, but still large, dragon. The sapphire set was small in comparison and was separated into many pieces, a simple helm to protect the top of the skull, with room for horns, a light but strong chestpiece that covered the torso and belly, two long greaves, and several small plates for the wings. If Astrid had to guess, which she didn't, she would say these were armor sets for a Night Fury and a Nadder.

"How do you like it, girl?" Astrid asked her dragon. Stormfly cooed in pleasure, her vanity seemed to have no limits and Astrid chuckled under her breath before scratching her under her chin.

Behind them, Astrid heard a few strangled gasps before Hiccup stumbled out from under Toothless' makeshift tent, his body trembling in the twilight produced from the dimly lit city lamps far below them. He stumbled towards the ledge, staring with unseeing eyes, not noticing Astrid or Stormfly. After a few moments, Astrid came to stand next to him. "Hiccup, are you okay?" she asked with a hint of worry in her voice.

As if realizing she was there for the first time, he snapped his head in her direction and blinked his eyes several times. After a few moments he swallowed and replied. "Yeah, I'm fine," he said, his voice was baritone from sleep and quivered from his dreams.

"Are they… that bad? Your 'dreams', I mean," Astrid asked, trying to take his mind off whatever he had seen.

Hiccup eyed her for a second before gazing out over the city. "They're not nightmares, not really" Hiccup said softly, "it just takes a lot out of you. Physically, mentally, spiritually."

Astrid made a small noise to indicate she had heard him but remained silent, the two of them simply enjoying each other's company. After a few minutes, Hiccup finally spoke. "How do you like it?" he said, gesturing to the dragon armor laying next to Toothless, his voice regaining his usual confident tone.

Astrid smiled, both at the mention of the armor and at his recovery. "It's amazing, where did you find them?" she beamed, walking over to the two sets of armor.

"I made Toothless' myself," he said, joining her, "I borrowed yours from the armory. I'm sure they won't miss it."

"Is this armory on Asgard?" Astrid asked in excitement.

"No, we have a embassy of sorts on Alfheim," he replied before smirking, "want to help me get Stormfly suited up?"

Before Astrid could agree Stormfly had pushed her way between the two and nuzzled Hiccup while her eyes focused on the armor. "I guess that's a yes," Hiccup commented before fetching one of the plates for the wings.

For the next three hours Hiccup and Astrid labored over suiting up Stormfly in the suit of dragon armor. The process was slowed by Stormfly's refusal to remain still for more than a minute and having to make many small alterations to the fittings of the armor with various leather straps. When they finished they stepped back and appreciated the fruits of their labor. The armor, despite not being custom tailored for her body, fit quite well. Hiccup assured her that now that they had fit the armor the process for suiting her up would go much quicker in the future. Stormfly cawed in excitement and flew off looking for a shiny surface to examine herself in. Hiccup and Astrid laughed at her vanity and moved on to suiting up Toothless, which took significantly less time than Stormfly.

"By the way, Hiccup," Astrid said when they finished tightening the last strap on Toothless' armor, "what do we need armor for?"

Hiccup gave her a look. "The same thing all armor is used for," he said simply, "better to be prepared. If we have to fight, wards and spells do little to protect our dragons during long battles."

Astrid imagined Stormfly dying, imagined going back to her life before being a rider, imagined not being… her. It was difficult to picture who she was before she bonded with Stormfly, it felt like everything had led up to that one moment and then her life truly began. It was a terrifying prospect, to lose it all.

"That," Hiccup said, drawing her out of her reverie, "and you'll be introduced to the council of elders today."

"I- What? You said I wouldn't meet them until our training was complete here?" Astrid asked, confused and worried.

"Recent events have pushed up your training schedule. You won't be knighted, yet, but if I receive their permission I can begin the next step in your training," he answered simply.

"What recent events?" Astrid asked, seriously.

"I believe our mission here will end soon, and if by some chance we encounter resistance, you need to be able to fight on par with our enemies. The next stage of your training will focus on magic specialization and advanced mental warfare, which will keep you alive against all but the most deadly of opponents," Hiccup explained.

Astrid got the message clear enough. Hiccup was close to finding the missing dwarves. "Alright, when are we meeting the council?" she asked nervously.

Hiccup did a few quick mental calculations. "An hour past noon or so, accounting for the time difference. We won't have training today, get yourself cleaned up and presentable and meet me here by then," he said.

Astrid nodded and went about her morning routine before heading down to the baths. After bathing she returned to her room and dug through a chest which she used to store the impressive bulk of clothing gifted to her from Berk. Most of it was made of fur or leather, crafted for utilitarian, not political, purposes. She needed something formal, yet something that wasn't as useless in a fight as a dress. Eventually she settled on a pair of tight leather breeches, knee high leather boots, a form fitting leather jerkin, which covered a light green tunic, and a short, light cloak, which acted more as a scarf than a cape. She braided her hair in an intricate pattern and let it fall over her shoulder to rest on her breast. Astrid examined herself in the mirror and Stormfly purred in approval outside on the balcony. Yes, this would do.

Astrid examined the small mechanical device on her desk that the dwarves used to tell time, guessing that it was nearing the time she needed to meet Hiccup. She found him on the balcony overhanging their rooms, playfully scratching at Toothless who was laying on his back. He was wearing his black scale armor and rose red tabard that she had seen him wear the day previously, and it's regality hadn't lessened in the slightest. It was almost intimidating in a way.

"You look good," Hiccup commented, before Toothless righted himself, and leapt into the saddle in a single bound, "let's go."

Astrid pushed back a small blush and mounted Stormfly before the two riders took to the skies, buffeting the palace with winds in the wake of their ascension. "Where are we headed?" she asked, barely touching the fringes of his mind, still wary from the last time she was there.

"The royal palace, they have a chamber which we can use to communicate offworld," Hiccup explained.

The flight to the palace was quick, barely taking them minutes to reach the titanic golden doors once again. The walk on foot was much, much longer. Astrid didn't have any time to worry over the meeting until she was talking down the halls. A small, older dwarven woman guided them through winding passages until they finally arrived at their destination. The halls that they had traveled to get to the communications room were covered in dust, the decorations covered in sheets of white silk. It was clear that the dwarves used this place little.

Hiccup pushed the double doors forward and they slid on noiseless hinges, despite the apparent time since they were last used.

The inside of the room was black as pitch. "_Fire, illuminate the room,_" Hiccup commanded. A small orb of emerald light zipped to and fro around the room, sparking torches to life, before resting at the apex of the ceiling and growing brighter. The room was large and circular, several stone seats dotted the floor at random intervals. A thick layer of dust, even thicker than the one outside the room, coated everything.

"_Wind, clear away the dust of ages past,_" he commanded once more, and a small gust blew around the room, causing the torches to flicker but not die. The coat of dust receded, and in the middle of the floor, sat a massive circle with runes etched into the very stone itself. Smaller circles lay within the circle, inside each was a stone seat with various runes carved upon them.

"Take a seat," Hiccup said, gesturing to everywhere.

"What is this place?" Astrid asked as she sat down upon the nearest seat.

"It's a communications portal, the Order has several on every world. It's hard to get messages to allies in the different realms if we had to send them physically, so we use this instead," he explained, "you'll see in a second."

"_Circle, transmit our likeness and words to those who would call themselves our allies on Asgard, the stronghold of the Order,_" Hiccup commanded, taking a seat himself. The runes etched into the stone began to glow a brilliant hue of blue, almost like water. Small bolts of lightning sparked as the magic came to life, struggling to fulfill Hiccup's wishes. After a few moments, other figures began to appear seated around them, in the same color as the runes. One by one, the room was populated, until five figures had joined them. Each emitted an air of power and wisdom, and Astrid knew that these five were the strongest riders alive.

A small man, almost childlike in appearance were it not for his long beard and bald crown, tapped a cane between his feet, eliciting a small tapping noise that echoed across the chamber. "Greetings, Vrangr, it is good to see you well," he said, his tone deep and bass, completely the opposite of his appearance. It was an enthralling voice, one that made listeners want to heed it's words.

"And greetings to you, Astrid. When I heard that young Vrangr had found an apprentice I did not think it would be a human, let alone one from his own home. I trust the realms have treated you well?" the old man said.

"They have," Astrid answered politely, her voice only quavering a little. She was shocked to take in the man's appearance, he was the first being that appeared to possess age. Everyone else remained young, in their prime, even if they were many hundreds of years into their life.

The old man smiled and bobbed his head. "Well met, Grand Master," Hiccup greeted, bowing slightly in respect.

The old man's smile grew a tad bit larger. "Introductions are in order. I am the Grand Master of the Order of Dragon Knights, Frode. I also serve as the head of the council of elders. These are my fellow elders; Agvior, our quartermaster and resident master craftsman. Auor, our spymaster and knower of secrets. Runa, one of our most senior Knight Commander. And Blakkr, one of our greatest champions. We five form the governing body of the Order," Frode finished grandly.

Astrid nodded to each in turn as they were introduced, in a mock bow almost. The other four appeared to be fairly normal residents of the realms. Agvior was an elf, his ears far longer than Hiccup's own. Runa was a beautiful woman who looked almost human, except her eyes which slanted slightly and her high cheekbones. Blakkr was much the same, only his skin was far darker, apparent even through the magic of the circle. The last, however, surprised Astrid greatly.

Sitting there, on a seat opposite of her, was Hiccup's master, Auor, putting a name to the face. "Hiccup's master is the spymaster of the Order…?" she thought to herself, confused.

"It looks like I had nothing to worry about after all, Hiccup," the elf, Agvior, said. Astrid's ears picked up on the sound immediately, not because he had spoken, but because he called Hiccup by his given name, not his assumed one.

Hiccup scoffed to himself a little louder than normal. "As if I couldn't find an apprentice, master," he said sarcastically, rolling his eyes.

Astrid's theory had been confirmed; Hiccup indeed had two "masters." From what she understood of the tenets of the Order, such a thing was not allowed. "I had complete faith, of course," Agvior jested, shaking Astrid from her reverie.

Frode cleared his throat. "Regarding your request," he said simply.

"I would like for her to be tested. The situation on Nidavellir has become… complicated," Hiccup said, his eyes darting to Auor.

"How so?" Frode asked, looking for a deeper explanation.

"The people responsible for kidnapping the dwarves appear to be extremely dangerous. Few survive encounters with them, and those who do are maimed in body or mind; too far gone to be of help to my investigation," Hiccup explained, "I seek permission to take Astrid's training to the advanced level, to keep her safe, to prepare her for what hardships may come."

Frode ran a hand through his beard idly, humming in thought. "And what do you think, Astrid? Do you believe you are ready to be tested?" he asked her.

Astrid swallowed her fear. "Hiccup is a good teacher, he has taught me well. I will not fail," she said with confidence. Auor grinned, eying her own apprentice with mirth.

Frode continued stroking his beard but shared a brief look with each of the elders, who nodded in response. "Very well, we will test you. Should you pass, you may begin teaching her the next level of training. For the duration, you must remain outside. She will be tested alone," Frode said to Hiccup.

Hiccup stood and gave a small bow to the entire room. Astrid felt the strange music of Hiccup's mind as he contacted her. "Good luck," he said, giving her the equivalent of a mental rally, before heading for the door of the chamber.

Astrid sat straighter in her seat as Hiccup left the room, her heart beating faster in her chest. For the next two hours, the council of elders quizzed and tested her on every aspect of combat, magic, strategy, philosophy, ethics, and dragonology. Astrid answered questions about the obscure nuances in the physiology of rare dragons and how she would handle various hypothetical situations, both in politics and war. She displayed her prowess with her small throwing axes, going through various forms fighting a magically conjured foe. She stressed the limits of her endurance with complex and powerful spells, weaving enchantments that would take multiple spellcasters.

When the test finished Astrid was thoroughly spent. The council had truly challenged her and every aspect of her training that she received from Hiccup. She briefly imagined taking the same test without his tutelage and did not see herself passing. "Could you please show Vrangr back in?" Frode asked politely.

Astrid walked over to the doors of the chamber, her feet dragging slightly, and opened the door for Hiccup, who was ready and waiting to rejoin them. Frode gestured for the both of them to take a seat, stroking his beard absentmindedly with his free hand. The council of elders sat, deep in thought, humming in thought or indulging in other quirks. Eventually after several minutes of deliberation they all shared a small look with each other before nodding. Astrid's pulse quickened as she realized they had made a decision.

Frode's expression was serious before he broke into a small smile. "Congratulations, you've passed. I look forward to seeing your progress when you are ready for knighthood," he said happily. The rest of the council of elders inclined their heads in a show of respect before their images began flickering out of existence one by one.

Astrid released a shaky breath as Frode's likeness faded, the last to vanish. Hiccup shared a small look with Astrid before cracking a grin. "Good job," he said simply, as if it was obvious she would pass, "let's go."

Astrid followed after Hiccup and they headed for the entrance of the royal palace, back to their dragons. Despite the rigors of her exam Astrid felt no exhaustion, adrenaline surged through her veins in the wake of her success. "What now?" she asked Hiccup excitedly.

"Not here, wait until we get back to Ragnarr's estate," he responded, his pace brisk.

Astrid said nothing and focused on keeping up with Hiccup. They walked back through the winding halls of the royal palace without their guide, using their footsteps in the dust to find their way. Eventually they reached the golden doors and their dragons outside. Astrid couldn't contain her excitement and it bled into Stormfly through their bond, causing the dragon to prance from foot to foot in her own excitement which was magnified by her pride in her rider.

It was a quick flight back to Ragnarr's estate, Stormfly's speed was enhanced by her excitement, making the already quick trip even quicker. Hiccup fetched Toothless and Stormfly a basket of fish each before he and Astrid had an afternoon meal in the grand hall of the palace. Astrid realized she was actually hungry, now that she thought about it. She devoured her meal with gusto, waiting for Hiccup to explain what the next stage of her training would entail.

"There are many subjects the more advanced rider training covers," Hiccup began, sharing a look over his nose at Astrid as he ate his own meal, "but we'll focus on the more practical applications: mind breaking and magic specialization. We'll start with finding your specialization and when I can find some prisoners we can practice breaking their minds."

"What's a magic specialization?" Astrid asked, curious.

"Everyone has a special, talent per se, in a specific kind of magic. It is different from person to person, sometimes the talent can be inherited by blood. For example, the frost giants are naturally born with a talent for ice manipulation magic. Some families have developed special mutations, allowing them to use magic that can only be used by them. There are many such families on Asgard, and they act as the ruling class," Hiccup explained, taking a break for a sip of dwarven mead.

"What's your talent, then?" Astrid asked.

Hiccup smirked. Astrid felt the whir of magic weaving itself in the air, she could taste it's flavor and knew it was Hiccup's spell. She nearly jumped out of her skin when a hand landed on her shoulder from behind her, for the grand hall was empty and she did not hear anyone approach. She snapped her head back, and to her surprise, found another Hiccup staring her down. Astrid glanced back at the Hiccup currently eating a carrot, making sure he was still there. "Now here's the real trick," the second Hiccup said, stepping back, "which one of us is the real one?"

Astrid looked between the two Hiccup's trying to figure out which one was which. Before she could decide, both of them vanished in a puff of emerald smoke, and a third Hiccup appeared sitting beside her on the bench of their table. "I can make people see what I want them to see, hear what I want them to hear. Illusion magic is my talent," the third, real, Hiccup said.

"The ring…" Astrid said, slightly taken aback by the display of magic.

"Perhaps his magic is why he is the spymaster's apprentice?" Astrid thought to herself in the safety of her mind.

"It would make sense," Stormfly commented, who had been listening in on the conversation through their bond.

"Yes, the ring I had was enchanted to continually use illusion magic by me. For the most part, it lasted the entire duration of my stay on Berk, almost a year of continually draining on my reserves of arcane energy. The only reason it broke was the massive flow of energy I used when I healed Stormfly, the efficiency of using energy with your talent is incredible. The most powerful spellcasters are not those who have the largest reserves of energy nor those who know the deadliest spells. They are those who can efficiently use the energy they have," Hiccup said.

"As you noticed, I can cast the magic without speaking. A difficult thing to do, especially in combat. My talent allows me to skip the wording of the spell, and maintaining the magic is less taxing. With enough training, you will be able to do the same, with whatever talent you possess," Hiccup explained.

"How do we find out what my talent is?" Astrid asked excitedly, eager to discover her own hidden prowess.

"It's a long process. There are several tools I brought with me that can help, but it is mostly trial and error. Stormfly can help with the process by judging the drain of arcane energy you experience as we go through various magics," Hiccup said.

Astrid was giddy, eager to learn what talent she had. All the books Hiccup had her reading were boring, conceptual, theoretical, theories. This, this was what she had dreamed of when she learned magic was real. "When do we begin?" she asked excitedly.

"Today," Hiccup answered, taking a last bite of bread before standing and moving to the entrance of the grand hall that would lead them outside the estate. Astrid gulped down the rest of her drink and hurried after him.

As they walked down the hall, Hiccup paused. "Try lifting that vase," he said, pointing to a very expensive looking porcelain vase with several flowers of gold in it. Astrid did as he asked and lifted the vase with magic.

Hiccup frowned and shook his head. "Not telekinesis," he said before they continued on their way.

They reached the estate grounds, joined by Toothless and Stormfly circling above them, gliding lazily on the winds. Astrid instructed Stormfly what they were doing and her dragon gladly landed and began paying attention to her rider's labors. "Try to hold yourself in the air," Hiccup suggested as they made their way to the training arena. Astrid did as he asked, casting a spell that allowed her to talk in the air ever so slightly, holding herself a finger's length from the ground.

Stormfly shook her head side to side in a strangely human gesture, prancing along behind them. "Elemental magic then; fire, water, air, earth," Hiccup suggested next. Astrid performed four short spells, summoning a small ball of fire, conjuring a wisp of water, creating a small gust of wind, and moving the sand of the arena floor.

"Did any of those feel particularly easy?" Hiccup asked. Astrid shook her head in tandem with Stormfly.

"What about lightning?" he asked. Astrid held her right index finger and thumb close to each other and summoned a small spark of lightning between them. Stormfly shook her head again.

Hiccup hummed in thought before drawing All-slayer and making a small cut on his forearm. "Try healing," he said. Astrid recited one of the many healing spells she had dedicated to memory, refusing to let Stormfly or anyone else be injured again and be powerless to help them. Rider and dragon shook their heads again, not healing either.

Hiccup paced the length of the training arena before picking up a small sandstone and tossing it to Astrid. "Try to turn the sandstone into sand," he said, before giving her the words to the spell.

Astrid recited the spell perfectly and the rock turned to dust in her hand, draining her energy moderately. "Not transmutation, too bad," Hiccup commented.

Hiccup hummed in thought again. "Try enchanting one of your throwing axes," he suggested.

Astrid had never considered strengthening her throwing axes, she mainly used the battleaxe that Hiccup had forged for her as a gift for completing dragon training on Berk. She recited a short spell that would prevent the blade from breaking unless acted upon by a force stronger than her enchantment. Stormfly gauged the drain on her reserves of energy but shook her head after a moment of deliberation.

"Let's try illusion magic then," he said next, walking her through the complex and intricate wording needed to bend the fabric of reality to one's will. Astrid made the small pile of sand she had created from stone earlier appear as if it was stone again and felt an immense drain on her already dwindling reserves of energy.

"Definitely not," Hiccup commented, raising his eyebrows.

"How," Astrid panted out, "do you do that? Is it always so intensive?"

Hiccup paced in thought. "You are bending reality to your will, of course it requires a lot of energy. That's why illusion magic is so rare, like transmutation magic," he said.

For the next hour Hiccup had Astrid perform all manner of small spells, testing each and every alley of magic he could think of and he was quickly running out of ideas. Eventually the time between suggestions grew longer and longer until there were several minute breaks between each, allowing Astrid time to recover. Toothless lazed on the stone lip of the training arena, idly watching them. "What about that dragon-strong-magic you two-legs use?" Stormfly suggested.

Hiccup was drawn from his reverie, he hadn't thought of that. "Yeah, try strength enhancement magic," he said, carefully examining the flow of Astrid's magic as she performed the spell.

"Again," Hiccup said, focusing more this time, "stronger magic, more energy." Astrid obliged, pushing her magic to the max. She felt strong enough to wrestle with Toothless, though she knew the quest was fruitless.

Hiccup grinned. "Try it again, without speaking," he said, gesturing for her to continue. Astrid released her magic and performed it again, this time not speaking the words to the spell.

Stormfly warbled happily in excitement before bobbing her head up and down. Astrid quirked an eyebrow at them both, as if asking for confirmation. "Yes, I believe body enhancement is your specialty. You may have more than one, many spellcasters do, but you are definitely capable of increasing your own strength at very little cost to yourself. How did you not know this?" Hiccup asked.

Astrid just shrugged, holding back her grin. "I don't know, I just thought it was a simple spell. It was one of the first you taught me," she said simply.

"Watch closely," Hiccup said, before casting strength enhancement magic on himself. His skin glowed with emerald light as he gave himself enough strength that he probably could wrestle Toothless. Astrid felt the drain on his magic, while not immense, was still noticeable and tiring. Her own enhancement was many tens of times easier to maintain.

"Try it with speed," Hiccup said. Astrid performed a similar spell that made her faster and more agile with much the same effect. The enhancement was powerful but costed far less than it should have.

Hiccup nodded his head. "Definitely a talent for enhancement," he commented.

"What next?" Astrid asked, excited to know how to develop her talent further. She was glad her talent was in something so practical. Despite her power in magic she preferred a good battle with weapons over a duel of spells.

Hiccup quickly formulated a training plan that he thought would benefit her most. "We can do some training today, and then tomorrow Sigrid can spar with you. With your newfound talent you should be able to fight on even ground with her soon," he said.

"First, let's find your limit. Hold your hands above your head, as if you're holding up an object, and activate your enhancement magic," Hiccup said.

Astrid did as she was told, wondering what this was supposed to do. She felt the familiar hum of Hiccup's magic reverberate in the air and his eyes smoldered with emerald light as he weaved an illusion wordlessly. A moment later, a giant boulder materialized in Astrid's hands, weighing no more than a feather. "I'll increase the weight of the boulder until you can no longer support it's weight. Try to push yourself to your limits, I'll dispel the illusion should you run out of strength," Hiccup said.

Astrid nodded and readied herself and her magic. Hiccup inclined his head and Astrid felt the weight of the boulder increase. At first it felt no heavier than her battleaxe, then it felt no heavier than the stone she had carried up the mountain during dragon training. It grew heavier still, until it weighed as much as the large logs Hiccup had her fetch to build the training hall. Astrid increased her strength to match the weight of the boulder. Hiccup increased it's weight once again, until Astrid could no longer compare it's weight to something she knew of. Perhaps it weighed as much as her house, if not more? She matched the weight by increasing her strength yet again. Hiccup increased the weight still, and the stone beneath her feet began to crack under the weight. Astrid imagined the boulder weighed many hundreds, if not thousands, of pounds by now. Still, she refused to admit defeat and increased her strength again.

Hiccup waited, examining Astrid's strength. It was truly a staggering display of magic power. At her current strength, she was probably stronger than himself using his own enhancement magic. Still, this was not her limit. He doubled the weight of the boulder, then doubled it again, and then again. Astrid groaned from the strain and increased the power of her enhancement several fold, her boots sinking into the rapidly cracking stone beneath her. Hiccup's eyes narrowed and he doubled the weight of the boulder again, it's weight approaching several tens of thousands of pounds. Astrid tried to increase her strength again but her magic failed her, and her arms buckled under the weight. In an instant, the illusion was gone, and she was left kneeling on the ground, which was whole and unmarked from her struggle just moments ago.

"Are you okay?" Hiccup asked, standing next to Astrid, offering a hand to help her to her feet.

"Yeah," Astrid wheezed out, thoroughly exhausted, taking his hand and staggering to her feet.

"You did well. Tomorrow we'll start training in earnest, for today just take it easy. You've used a lot of strength between this and the elder's test," Hiccup said.

Astrid nodded her head and Hiccup helped her to Stormfly's side before she flew back to her room to rest. Toothless flicked open an eye to watch his rider. "Come on bud, let's go for a ride," Hiccup said. Dragon and rider took to the skies, playfully doing tricks high above the city below them.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid grit her teeth as she blocked a powerful blow from Astrid's warhammer. Since discovering her talent for body enhancement magic, Hiccup had pitted her against Sigrid and instructed her not to hold back. Their spars had increased in intensity until there was little difference between real combat and sparring. Despite the rigor of their training, there was always an air of friendly competition between the two of them; no malice. Astrid had been surprised, Sigrid was much stronger and faster than her body looked capable of, and even using her magic, she was still outmatched.<p>

Astrid lay on her back, the sand of the training arena floor sticking to her body, using her sweat as glue. Her breaths came ragged and deep, trying to recover her strength. Sigrid was much the same, hunched over with her hands rested on her knees for support. They were both exhausted. "I must admit," Sigrid wheezed out, "you're much better than I thought you were, Astrid. Almost as strong as a dwarf."

Astrid smiled, knowing she had strength still to give, she simply had to get used to handling the power. Often she found that her newfound strength and speed worked against her, rather than for her. On several occasions she had put too much force in her step and had ended up zooming past her destination entirely, or using too much strength in one of her attacks, and when Sigrid dodged the blow, it sent her fatally off balance. Mastery of enhancement magic, it seemed, would take some time and much practice.

Hiccup sat on the stone lip of the arena with ever watchful eyes, ready to step in should he be needed. "Well done," he complimented both of them, "get some rest and we'll begin again tomorrow, same time." Hiccup jumped to his feet and mounted Toothless, who zoomed into the skies, intent on getting some of his rider's attention.

Astrid held her head off the ground and shared a small smile with Sigrid. "Yeah, yeah, you did well," Sigrid admitted with a hint of sarcasm, "still got a long way to go before you can beat me, though!"

Both women broke into hysterical laughter, fueled by their exhaustion. A few minutes passed before they were forced to quell their giggling in order to breathe, their faces a shade of red. Sigrid walked over to Astrid and held out a hand, helping her to her feet. "Come on, you said you'd teach me about the mechanics of flight today," Sigrid said. Their training had been strained in the weeks following Astrid's magic specialization training, it was harder than ever to find time away from Hiccup's watchful eye to teach Sigrid in secret. They began splitting their lessons in two, Astrid would teach Sigrid about dragons one day, and then Sigrid would teach Astrid how to fight better the next day, and then the cycle would repeat itself.

"Alright, alright," Astrid complained, steadying herself on shaky legs. Sigrid smirked and the two of them made their way to Sigrid's study in separately to avoid suspicion.

Astrid arrived ten minutes after Sigrid and began lecturing her on the finer points of flight. How to balance on your dragon, how the wind blew at such lofty heights, how updrafts and downdrafts affected flight, the limits of a dragon's strength in stormy conditions, how it felt to provide your dragon with the power needed to fly in such conditions. Despite the topic, Astrid found her mind wandering to other worries.

"What's wrong?" Sigrid asked when it became apparent something was on Astrid's mind.

"Nothing, sorry," Astrid apologized, shaken from her reverie.

Sigrid gave her a look that made it clear she wasn't buying her lie. "Come on, what's wrong, Astrid?" she tried again.

Astrid sighed, knowing she would never avoid Sigrid's questions now that she was caught. "Nothing, just have some things on my mind, that's all," she said, hoping it would assuage Sigrid. It did not.

Sigrid remained silent but scrutinized Astrid, who cracked under her gaze. "Okay, fine. Hiccup's name day is coming soon and I'm trying to think of a gift for him," she admitted to the dwarf.

A strange light sparkled in Sigrid's eyes as she beheld the new information. "When is it?" she asked, interested.

"Next week, on Odin's day," Astrid answered.

Sigrid smirked. "We'll have to throw a grand celebration in his honor! We've been trying to get him to reveal his name day for years to no avail, this time he can't get out of the celebrations," she rattled off excitedly.

"Ah, I don't think he would like that…" Astrid said meekly, cutting Sigrid off. She knew Hiccup did not enjoy being around large crowds of people. His behavior on Berk made that abundantly clear.

Sigrid halted in her scheming and hummed in thought. "I guess you're right," she sighed, disappointed, "alright. What ideas do you have for gifts, then?"

"I don't know, really. He doesn't seem to have a lot of things, his room is pretty bare. I doubt he is a very materialistic person," Astrid said.

Sigrid hummed in thought, idly pacing her study. "What about books, he likes book, yeah?" she suggested.

"I don't know, it seems like he has a lot of books and scrolls already, and I don't know what he likes to read," Astrid said.

"We could always look through his books," Sigrid suggested.

Astrid just shook her head. "That's a good way to end up as Toothless' snack," she said humorously.

Sigrid seemed to ponder the situation, giving real thought to whether or not Toothless would really eat them. In the end, she decided not to risk it. "You're right," was all she said before sighing.

The two of them sat deep in thought, their previous lesson forgotten, as they thought of a gift they could give Hiccup for his name day. Eventually after several minutes, Astrid spoke. "I was thinking," she said, "of replacing something he had. A ring, actually. It broke on Berk, when he saved Stormfly."

Sigrid couldn't suppress a teasing grin. "What kind of ring?" she asked.

Astrid's brow furrowed as she thought back to what seemed like a lifetime ago, trying to picture his ring in her mind's eye. "It was made of a black metal, of the finest craftsmanship. It was a snake or a dragon, I don't know which, biting it's tail. It had two small green gems, emeralds perhaps, as eyes. You could count the scales of the dragon on the ring," Astrid said, trying her best to describe Hiccup's ring.

Sigrid nodded her head and jumped to her feet from the chair she was sitting in. "Come on, then," she said excitedly, "I know just who can help us with our predicament."

Sigrid bodily dragged Astrid through the halls of the estate and into the city, wandering through the roads towards another district. "Where are we going exactly?" Astrid asked.

"A friend of mine, her clan are expert jewelcrafters. They make the finest jewelry and cut the finest gems in the entire city, no one better to help us make a ring," Sigrid responded. The homes in the district they walked through were all fine and large in construction, crafted from beautiful white stone and inlaid with gold patterns on the walls.

Eventually they reached the front gates of a large, sprawling estate. Several guards with long spears guarded the entrance, but parted and allowed them entrance at the sight of Sigrid. Like Ragnarr's estate, many dwarves scurried to and fro in pursuit of their labors. Several stalls displaying hordes of wealth that Astrid couldn't fathom lined the main road to another, equally grand, palace. Workshops were farther back, off the side of the road, next to holes which Astrid knew to lead into the mines far below the city.

"Where are we exactly?" Astrid asked again.

"This is the Men'skapari's district, specifically the estate of their heir and my good friend, Askatla. She can help us look for a ring," Sigrid answered, many dwarves stopping and giving her a respectful nod of the head or slight bow. Sigrid jogged up the stairs leading to the massive double doors that was the entrance of the palace, Astrid following quickly behind her, casting quick glances about, examining her surroundings.

Sigrid pounded on the door twice and it was promptly opened by a rotund servant who let them in and then scurried off. Astrid stared at the opulence of the main hall. She had thought Ragnarr's palace was indulgent, it was nothing compared to the Men'skapari's. The wealth of the dwarves never failed to awe her, she doubted even the whole wealth of Midgard could match it.

After a few minutes of waiting a dwarf woman wearing a long, flowing dress of purple emerged into the hall. "Sigrid!" she squealed before jumping into a fierce half hug, half tackle, "I haven't seen you in forever!"

"It's good to see you too, Askatla. I've been busy with my studies, sorry," Sigrid replied, trying her best to breathe through the embrace.

"What brings you," Askatla asked, patting down and examining her friend.

"Business, I'm afraid. We're looking for a ring, actually," Sigrid said, gesturing at Astrid.

Askatla seemed to take notice of Astrid for the first time. "Ah, you must be the new rider," she said politely, holding out a hand in greeting.

"I'm Astrid," Astrid said, shaking the dwarf's hand, "I'm actually just an apprentice, not a rider in full yet. Nice to meet you."

"Well met," Askatla agreed, "so what kind of ring are you looking for? I don't mean to brag, but we have pretty much everything here."

Astrid quickly repeated the description of the ring to Askatla, who hummed in thought. "I don't think we have anything quite like that, but we could easily forge one. Whose ring is it?" she asked.

"It's for her master, his ring was destroyed and she's replacing it," Sigrid answered, smirking, knowing Askatla's penchant for gossip.

"Oh my," Askatla said, "how scandalous. An apprentice and her master…"

Astrid's face grew bright red at the accusation. "I-I do not- Hiccup and I do not have that kind of relationship! You're misunderstanding things, it's just a gift for his name day," she sputtered out.

Askatla made a small noise as if to say she didn't believe her. "Alright then, let's see if we can find someone to help you with your order. On the house, of course," Askatla said, gesturing them to follow her as she led Astrid and Sigrid through winding halls deeper into the palace.

Eventually they reached large, wide double doors, reinforced with mithril. Guarding the doors were six burly dwarves, each armed to the teeth. At Askatla's approach, they saluted and parted, opening the doors for them. What Astrid beheld was an ocean of gold and precious gems, it was a vault, a massive vault, perhaps the size of the entire village of Berk, filled with nothing but wealth. The room seemed to be bursting at the seams with gold, and the guards had to kick several spare coins and ingots back into the vault. She had thought she had seen the wealth of the dwarves before, but no, still there was more. Only the massive gemstones set into the floor of the royal palace could compare.

Askatla hummed as she skipped through the vault, winding through a very small path where the mounds of gold did not fall. Here and there she picked up and examined small gems, scrutinizing them with beady eyes, before tossing them back to the mounds of gold from whence they came. Astrid and Sigrid followed her aimlessly, both taking in the more than impressive display of wealth. Eventually, after several tens of minutes of deliberations, Askatla found what she was looking for. "Ah, found it!" she exclaimed.

Askatla held up a fist sized emerald which was nearly translucent, but sparkled like clear water in the sun. "This should do nicely," she commented, showing the gem to Astrid and Sigrid who nodded their heads.

"We can color the gold in the workshop to be black. I'll see if I can get mother to work on it personally. Should be ready in, say, three to four days?" Askatla guessed.

"That's perfect," Astrid said, "thank you."

"My pleasure, anything for Vrangr," Askatla said sincerely.

Astrid and Sigrid said their pleasantries, Askatla not wanting Sigrid to leave after being reunited, before making the return journey back to Ragnarr's estate. They stopped at a small restaurant that served a dish of strange fish native to Nidavellir that Astrid found repulsive. It was long, taking the length of their entire table, and covered in a hard outer shell. It's head possessed many tens of eyes and small tentacle limbs extended from it's body. Sigrid was busy explaining to Astrid that, yes, the food was indeed safe to eat, and that, no, it was not some prank the dwarves pulled on outsiders, that they almost missed the large bulk of Toothless curled around a forge. Almost.

They deviated from the road leading from the gates to the entrance hall of the palace and made their way through winding paths, doing their best to stay out of the way of dwarves scurrying about their daily work, until they made their way to the forge Toothless was curled around. Dwarves bustled in and out of the forge, piles of ore and coal entering.

The heat from the forge was sweltering, almost as if you were being cooked alive. Astrid and Sigrid hadn't even opened the door and they were already covered in sweat. Opening the door of the forge, which was hot to the touch, released a cloud of steam. Inside, Hiccup stood over a large furnace, tunic discarded, as he shoveled a pile of ore into the furnace to be smelted. Rivulets of sweat dripped down his back as more and more ore was shoveled into the furnace. Dwarves pushed them aside, running in to deliver more. Despite the large amount of ore being shoveled in, only a few small ingots were produced. They glowed cherry red in the wake of their birth but turned a shiny color of silver as they cooled.

"Hiccup! What are you doing," Sigrid yelled over the roar of the flames, her clothes soaked with sweat despite only being in the forge for a few seconds.

Hiccup held a finger up as if to say, one moment, and he continued shovelling ore in. Eventually the rush of incoming dwarves halted as the last dwarf entered the forge, carrying a small fistful of ore. Hiccup added it to the furnace and watched as the last ingot was smelted before gesturing to the door. Astrid and Sigrid got the message and followed him outside. As Hiccup stepped into the, in comparison, cool air, the sweat on his body began to evaporate in clouds of mist. Astrid did her best to hide her blush at his manner of dress, the lack of a tunic and the way his breeches clung to his legs helped matters little.

"What are you working on?" Sigrid questioned again.

Hiccup wore a slightly embarrassed look, as if he had just been caught red handed doing something he shouldn't have been. "Nothing really, just some forge work in my spare time," he answered.

"Uh huh, sure," Sigrid said sarcastically, "spill it."

Hiccup gave Astrid a small look before sighing. "Well, it was kind of supposed to be a secret but I guess that doesn't matter anymore. I was making a gift for Astrid's name day, although I'm not going to tell you what it is. That much at least can remain a secret," he said resolutely.

Sigrid smirked and sent a look at Astrid who was struggling to cover up a small blush. Astrid instead opted to punch Sigrid in the shoulder, slightly harder than playfully. "We'll leave you to it then," she said, practically dragging Sigrid along behind her, ignoring the dwarf's jeers.

When they were nearly at the doors of the entrance Astrid released Sigrid who was giggling to herself. "Hey, maybe Askatla was right," she jested.

"Please, can we just not do this, Sigrid," Astrid sighed as she climbed the stairs to the palace.

"Oh, come on," Sigrid whined, but said no more when she was cut off by a sharp look from Astrid.

"Alright, fine, be that way. How come you didn't tell me it was your name day soon too?" Sigrid asked.

Astrid grumbled to herself before answering. "All the kids on Berk were born roughly around the same time. Our parents got married in the spring and then had us sometime in the winter. Hiccup and I have the closest days of all our generation," she replied.

"How cute," Sigrid said sarcastically. Astrid just rolled her eyes, used to Sigrid's dry and sarcastic humor.

The two of them made their way back to Sigrid's study, it was Astrid's turn to teach Sigrid about dragons for the day and she wasn't about to miss a day and endure Sigrid's constant nagging again. The harassment over the name day gifts wasn't making things any better. It was going to be a long day.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

First off, a big thanks to all my readers and reviewers. This story recently passed 100 reviews and 200 follows, more success than I had hoped to achieve when I started drafting this story.

That being said, I hope you all enjoyed reading this chapter as much as I enjoyed writing it. We deviated from the main plot of this arc and instead focused on the much broader story on what is happening in the nine realms abroad. We saw the council of elders, which includes Hiccup's master, or masters rather. The council is as follows: Frode, Auor, Agvior, Runa, and Blakkr. Frode and Auor are Aesir, and I have incorrectly referred to them as Asgardians previously, my apologies. Agvior is the only elf, and we'll meet him in person when we move to Alfheim. Runa and Blakkr are both Vanir, which I always imagined to look more like Native Americans or Indians. We'll see more Vanir when we visit Asgard.

Their names roughly translate as follows:

- Frode, "the wise one," discussed in the previous chapter.

- Auor, "the deep minded."

- Agvior, "tree, wood."

- Runa, "mystery, secret."

- Blakkr, "black, dun colored."

I've been debating with myself if I wanted to delve into the broadness of magic and decided that, yes, I do. Most spellcasters choose to, at some point, specialize in a specific form of magic, usually a form that they have a natural talent for. A person's talent is random, and is usually set in stone at birth. It is possible for a spellcaster to have more than one talent, however, each successive talent is more specialized than the last. For example, if someone were to have a talent for fire magic, a fairly broad category of magic, their second talent may be in the manipulation of heat, a fairly specific category of magic. This process would repeat until it is unlikely for a spellcaster to have another talent, or if they do, it is unlikely they will discover it.

In another case, some talents are inherited through blood. An example I used in the story was frost giants, who naturally at birth have a talent for ice magic. Fire giants, in the same vein, have a talent for fire magic. Both races have a second, random talent, as described above, as well as their blood talent. These blood talents are rarer, and usually far more powerful than their normal talent counterparts. For example, a frost giant would never lose in a contest of ice magic against anyone except another frost giant. Blood talents will be expanded upon as we explore other worlds with inhabitants who can use magic, which sadly, the dwarves cannot. Families with blood talents are often wealthy and influential in the politics of their world. There exists many other different forms of magics as well, which I will touch upon when they are relevant.

**If you guys have any requests for types of magic to be seen in the future, please leave them in a review or send me a message.**

I have decided that, in lieu of Hiccup's darker nature, to give him a fittingly darker talent in magic. In a world of magic, there are certain talents that are frowned upon due to their sinister nature. Necromancy, mind control, illusions, curses, human experimentation, etc. Hiccup's magic falls into this category. Speaking of Hiccup's darker nature, I thought I would briefly explain: Hiccup endured a rough childhood, 15 years of physical and emotional abuse from his friends, family, and peers put him in a rough frame of mind. He was driven from the only home he ever knew after he made friends with what he could only know was their people's greatest enemy. He was unceremoniously dumped into the cold, hard world of medieval Europe and then into the nine realms where he was a part of a vicious war that has been waged since creation itself. No one, especially a young 15 year old boy, survives such things and ends up normal.

Astrid's talent, on the other hand, is quite vanilla in nature. Enhancement magic is uncommon, but not unheard of, to be talented in. I also felt it fit her character quite a lot, as despite the changes she is experiencing, she still has that viking core of wanting to smash things with her axe. Now, she can smash them even harder.

I hope the mutual gift giving has satisfied your itch for romance. We're getting there, I promise, and when we do, it will be that much sweeter. Again: no official, mutual romance until after the Alfheim story arc. Can you guess what Hiccup is making for Astrid?

Sigrid's friend is Askatla, her name means "a god (from Ae in Aesir)" and "a kettle, helmet, or chief with a helmet." A minor character, who probably won't appear after the name day celebrations. She is the heir, but not a princess, of the Men'skapari, or the "treasure creators." They are the best jewelcrafters in all the city.

Thanks for reading!

- Musica


	11. Cloak and Dagger

**Hail to the King**

* * *

><p>"Come on!" Hiccup barked, "stop trying to hit me and hit me!"<p>

Astrid increased the strength of her enhancement magic twofold, fueled by her anger, increasing her speed even farther than it already was. She was a blur of movement to the onlooking dwarves, her magic giving her a speed their bodies could not possess by nature. Hiccup moved even faster still, a whirl of motion and chaos as he dodged each punch with practiced ease, evading every one of Astrid's blows, and retaliating with some of his own. The dwarves chanted and cheered for the riders, urging them to go faster.

Sigrid sat on the lip of the training arena, her legs swinging, as she counted gold coins, tossing them into a sack. It had only been several days since Astrid had began her training with enhancement magic but she was already a natural at it's usage and she quickly managed to fight on par with herself, which irritated Sigrid to no end. On several occasions, Hiccup stepped in to be her sparring partner, forcing Astrid to her limits just to not embarrass herself. This, it seemed, was one of those times. A vein in Astrid's forehead bulged as she increased her speed even farther, until it appeared as if she teleported to and fro instead of manually moving. In a swift movement, she darted under Hiccup's guard, catching him by surprise, before landing a hard uppercut to his chin, sending him skyward several feet.

Astrid smirked in victory, the first time she had ever beaten Hiccup in a spar. Her smirk didn't last long as the Hiccup soaring in the air above her dissipated into emerald smoke. Hiccup reappeared behind her and, in a single vicious kick, sent her flying bodily across the length of the arena. The dwarves hooted and hollered, unaware of what magic Hiccup had used, but impressed all the same. Sigrid smirked and pocketed a fair amount of gold coins before distributing the rest to the winners of the bet. The dwarves of the King's Hammer clan had quickly adopted Astrid, unofficially, as one of their own following the discovery that she had become good friends with Sigrid, and a fair number of them had placed their bets on her. "Oh, how foolish they are," Sigrid thought as her coinpurse became laden with her own earnings. She knew Hiccup wouldn't be beaten, couldn't be beaten, by anyone on the realm currently.

Astrid sputtered as she spat sand from her mouth, her anger not dissipating any, and pulled herself to her feet. "That's cheating," she said with a sour tone.

Hiccup wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead. "You'll face opponents more underhanded than me eventually, you'll have to get used to it. Illusion magic is especially dangerous to those who focus on melee combat, you need to learn how to deal with magic that obstructs the senses," Hiccup lectured.

Astrid grumbled but accepted the lesson. Despite having personally experienced Hiccup's magic several times, she couldn't discern when the illusion began and when it ended. Everything seemed as real as reality, and when he wasn't being overt with it's activation like in the grand hall during his first demonstration, the casting was undetectable.

"That's enough for today," Hiccup said, leaping out of the training arena and mounting Toothless, going for their afternoon flight together. The dwarves had dispersed and returned to their duties, scurrying to and fro mining and smithing for the clan.

Astrid approached Sigrid who was thumbing her coinpurse. "So, who did you bet on?" she asked with a less than pleasant expression.

Sigrid smiled sheepishly and shrugged her shoulders, opting to remain silent. "That's what I thought," Astrid deadpanned.

"Come on, don't be upset. Did you really think you would beat him?" Sigrid asked with her best polite voice.

Astrid gave her a cross look. "No," she said after a few moments.

"Cheer up, we'll surprise him tonight with a name day celebration and you'll forget all about losing to him in the ring," Sigrid said, continuing to count her coin.

Astrid smiled at the thought of the celebration they had planned tonight in his honor. It was small, only a few people, all friends. Despite Hiccup's aversion for crowds, Astrid thought he would enjoy the celebration. Although he didn't show it, she thought he enjoyed the small meals they shared on Berk with Fish, Ruff, Tuff, and Snot. Astrid and Sigrid made their way to Sigrid's study, as was their normal meeting spot, and going over their plans for their secret training. Due to the increased intensity of her training, Hiccup had been giving Astrid more free time each day to recover. They had planned to use some of that time to sneak off and go to the nest Astrid's test was at, in order for Sigrid to meet other dragons.

They had several hours until nightfall and it was unlikely Hiccup and Toothless would be back from their flight by then, which left them plenty of time to plan their training and prepare for the celebrations.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>It was many hours later when Hiccup returned, his hair windswept and unkempt, his eyes sparkled with the joy only flight brought. Astrid has been assigned to guard the doors of the palace, to prevent him from wandering in on them before they were ready. The surprise celebration was small, consisting of only Ragnarr's family, a few of the more tenured servants and cooks whom Hiccup was friendly with, Askatla, and her mother, Ljufa. Askatla's mother had finished crafting Hiccup's ring earlier that morning, and it was an astonishing recreation of the one Hiccup had, in Astrid's opinion. Preparations were made so that the dragons could join them in the grand hall, furniture and rugs removed for the night, much to the servants distress.<p>

"Astrid?" Hiccup asked, "is something wrong?"

Astrid smirked. "Nope, was just waiting for you. Ragnarr wanted to speak with you, something about the king asking after your progress," Astrid lied, distracting him from the obvious that it was his name day with his duties as a rider.

Hiccup's face grew stern. "Alright, lead the way," he said. Hook, line, and sinker. Astrid smirked again.

She led him through winding halls, going in circles to distract him, until she finally made her way to the great hall where everyone was waiting. Stormfly fetched Toothless, filling him in on the plan, and both dragons made their way inside the great hall. Hiccup never questioned her as she opened the door to the great hall and ushered him inside.

"Congratulations!" the assembled dwarves roared loudly, the dragons adding their own voices to the mix, nearly deafening Hiccup and Astrid. Astrid noticed the slight way Hiccup shifted into a fighting stance on instinct, into an easier form to draw his sword, and making his body a smaller target for enemies to hit.

"Congratulations for what exactly?" Hiccup asked, recovering from his surprise and suppressing the urge to massage his sensitive ears.

"Well," Sigrid said, slightly slurring her words, "it's not just your congratulations. It's a congratulations for the both of you. Happy name day, Hiccup, Astrid."

Astrid's eye twitched in annoyance. She was not made aware of that particular nuance in their plan, this was supposed to be a celebration for Hiccup, not herself. Not wanting to ruin the mood, she said nothing and instead opted to gauge Hiccup's reaction. Hiccup struggled to minimize his growing blush, which was difficult to do with his alabaster skin which magnified even the tiniest tinge of red. Astrid had never seen him show such an emotion, and she firmly decided to try and draw it out more often.

"You shouldn't have," Hiccup said lightly.

"Ah, come off it," Sigrid said, taking a sip of putrid dwarven mead, "you're too caught up with your duties. You need to relax and enjoy life a little."

One of the cooks bustled up to Hiccup and Astrid, two golden tankards of their own mead poured. They both accepted them gratefully and took a sip. The group of dwarves broke into their revelry at the first sip, some servants playing instruments, others singing songs to accompany the tune. The cooks brought out platter after platter, stacked high with food. Half was composed of the most normal looking dwarven food Astrid had seen during her stay on the world, and the other half was various fruits, vegetables, cheeses, and breads, no doubt for Hiccup. Astrid had tried explaining his strange eating habits, stating that it was the traditional diet of the elves, but neither of them could understand conforming to it.

Food and mead flowed freely as they celebrated the night away. Hiccup had been tense at first but eased into the celebrations until he too took part. He was currently sipping on his tankard, regaling the servants with tales of his exploits on an expedition into Svartalfheim to repel the dark elves back from the World Gate. The dwarves sat, listening with rapt attention, devouring their food slowly so as to not miss a single word. Even Sigrid was listening in, her drink forgotten momentarily.

Astrid took a moment to memorize the look on Hiccup's face. He was always so serious, so aloof. He looked… peaceful, almost, like the burdens he carried were temporarily forgotten. She couldn't help but grin at the success of her plan tonight. Maybe the boy in the forge was still in there somewhere, under all the magic, duties, and dragons. Eventually Hiccup's tale winded down, he and his comrades having successfully driven the dark elves from the World Gate on their own world, giving the elves the first foothold in the war in nearly three thousand years. The dwarves erupted into applause and began singing and dancing in earnest, musicians picking back up their instruments to accompany them.

Sigrid retrieved her drink and wandered over to Astrid. "Hey, you should probably give him that ring now, don't ya think?" she said, her words becoming more and more slurred by the moment.

Astrid nodded, fingering the ring in her pocket, making sure it was still there. She looked around, trying to find where Hiccup was, and found him missing. Her eyebrows narrowed as she scanned the room, looking for the only occupant other than herself who stood above five feet in height. Eventually she looked to the dragons, and found him there, fiddling with Toothless' saddle. Concerned that something was bothering Toothless, she made his way over to see if she could help in any way.

"Hiccup? Is something wrong?" she asked as she approached, expecting Toothless to have been annoyed by his saddle rubbing his scales in the wrong way, causing them to itch unbearably. It was a common problem among bonded dragons.

"Ah, Astrid," Hiccup said, turning around and trying his best to hide a wooden box larger than his body was wide behind his back, "I was, uh, just grabbing something."

Hiccup's face was tinged with red, whether from embarrassment or the liquor, Astrid didn't know. Probably a bit of both, she decided. She assumed that the wooden box behind him was her own name day gift, so she swallowed her nerves and decided to present hers first. "I was 'just grabbing something' too," she said sarcastically, before withdrawing the ring from her pocket and holding it out to him.

"Happy name day," she said fondly, "I tried to recreate it as best I could, but it was from memory. Sigrid is friends with the clan who crafts jewellery, so I had them craft it. It seems like a lifetime ago since we left Berk, doesn't it?"

Hiccup had an odd look on his face that she couldn't place. He gingerly picked up the ring, twirling it in his fingers, examining the fine details. "I'm sorry if it's not very good," Astrid said shyly.

"No, no," Hiccup apologized, shaken from his reverie, "it's very nice, thank you. I just didn't expect to receive a gift, it's my first one. I'll treasure it."

Astrid gave him a skeptical look, quirking an eyebrow. "It's your first what? Name day gift? No way," Astrid exclaimed.

Hiccup scratched at his pointed ears playfully, a nervous tick of his. "Well, you know me, I didn't exactly have the best family life before I left. I guess Stoick just didn't think I was worthy of receiving gifts," he responded.

Astrid immediately regretted questioning him, and despite Hiccup's best efforts, the pain of his childhood still shone through his facade. Hiccup, seeing Astrid's pained look, chose to give his own gift, thinking he had offended her in some way.

"Here, I made you something," Hiccup said, moving the large wooden box out from behind him.

"What is it?" Astrid asked, despite Sigrid's jeers she had been excited that Hiccup had deemed her worthy enough to craft a gift for her himself.

Hiccup just grinned. "Open it and find out," he said simply.

Astrid tried maneuvering the box but found that it was too heavy to lift. Astrid gave Hiccup a questioning look but his grin just grew wider. Astrid tapped into her strength enhancement magic, giving her the strength needed to move the heavy object. Laying the box down on it's back, Astrid pulled the lid of the box off, revealing it's contents. What she beheld took her breath away.

Laying inside the box was an axe. But not just any axe, an axe of peerless beauty. It was the color of the purest silver, so finely polished that it appeared as if it was a mirror. Etched into the blade was patterns of clouds and runes of good fortune. The haft was entirely metal, and was coiled with thick metal wire of the same metal the rest of the weapon was made from. The butt of the axe was unique, in that it had a moderate sized ring acting as a pommel. Attached to the ring was a length of sky blue silk. The weapon seemed to be almost ethereal, and it glowed with arcane power.

Astrid was speechless. Her current axe was the one she had received for completing dragon training. At the time, it was the best axe she had ever laid eyes upon and it had served her well during the battle of Berk and their training on Nidavellir. But, despite the wards placed upon it, it had slowly begun deteriorating. Astrid knew that this axe would never dull and never break.

"Do you like it?" Hiccup asked shyly.

Astrid stared at Hiccup, trying to process the sounds that had just came out of his mouth. "It's forged from adamantite, the strongest metal the dwarves have, and I enchanted it myself. It has several unique properties, it won't rust, won't dull, and won't break unless under the most extreme conditions. It also can't be lost, you can cast a short spell and the axe will return to you. The fabric on the pommel is actually woven from fine wires of adamantite, you can use it as a way to extend your reach by swinging it with the fabric as the haft," he said, explaining the technical details of the axe to Astrid.

It took her several seconds to react before she embraced Hiccup in a fierce hug, her enhancement magic activated of it's own will, nearly crushing him in her embrace. So powerful was her joy that Stormfly had to distance herself from their bond, lest she begin to feel the same. "It's wonderful Hiccup, thank you," she squealed.

Astrid released him and activated her magic again, on purpose this time, and drew the weapon from it's box. Hiccup slipped on the ring, eyeing it fondly. Astrid weighed the weapon in her hands, swinging it back and forth. The air hummed in it's wake despite not having any force behind her strikes. "It's not a match for a legendary weapon like Mjolnir, but anything short of that it is the finest weapon you'll find in the realms," Hiccup complimented himself.

"It's perfect," Astrid said with awe. It was like the axe was built specifically for her. Despite it's immense weight, it felt comfortable in her hands, like it was supposed to be there. Although she had never wielded it before, she found that she knew exactly how it handled. No doubt it was one of the enchantments Hiccup had woven into the weapon, but it was endearing all the same.

Hiccup's grin grew and Astrid couldn't contain her own smile. "And thank you, for the ring, I mean. It means a lot to me," Hiccup added.

Toothless and Stormfly cooed in happiness at their rider's happiness, their feeling bleeding into each other from rider to dragon and back again. Stormfly pranced over to Astrid, nuzzling her with her snout. "I don't see why you two-legs make such a fuss over mating rituals, you should just mate and be done with it," Stormfly commented in the privacy of their minds.

Astrid balked at her dragon's crudeness and punched her in the thigh, her magic allowing the blow to actually be felt. Stormfly squawked in amusement and pranced away to see if she could convince the cooks to give her more of the delicious four-winged birds they served earlier.

Across the room, nobody noticed Askatla's mother, Ljufa, carefully scrutinizing Hiccup and Astrid as they exchanged gifts. She watched them over the rim of her tankard as the took a sip, her gaze never straying from the two riders the entire night.

The celebrations continued throughout the night and only increased in intensity until dwarves began falling from exhaustion, sleeping on the floor, tables, or benches in the grand hall. Hiccup, Astrid, Toothless, and Stormfly had long since retired to their rooms for the evening, but the dwarves continued their celebrations until morn. Their clan was blessed indeed to have a friend in Hiccup and Astrid.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The next day, every resident of the King's Hammer palace was late in rising in the morn. Hiccup slept until his usual time, waking in the afternoon. Astrid, in a rarity, slept a similar length of time. The dwarves even more so, especially the ones who had drunk themselves to sleep the previous night.<p>

Astrid sat up in her bed and stretched, and smiled as she beheld her new axe laying against her desk. It's beauty never grew old to her, she felt like she could stare at it for hours and not grow bored. Her eyes traced the cloud patterns on the blade, flowing seamlessly from one into the next without end. It was enthralling. Stormfly, in particular, liked to examine herself in the reflection of the blade.

Astrid threw her legs over the side of her bed and stood, stretching to her full height, wringing the sleep from her body. She stepped out onto the balcony and found Hiccup playfully scratching Toothless, his large mass rolling about on the balcony. "Ah, good, you're up," Hiccup commented, taking notice of her presence.

Astrid just nodded and moved to stand next to the railing, gazing down on the city far below, the lamps fully blazing, lighting the city. "We'll resume training today. I got word that a prisoner has been prepared for us, finally, and I can teach you the more advanced concepts of mental combat. We've been focussing mainly on attacking and defending, but you don't know what to do once you have control of someones mind," Hiccup said, explaining their agenda for the day.

"The dwarves are immune to being damaged by magic, but your enhancement magic increases your strength and speed. They aren't immune to that, and if you can master the basics of breaking someones mind you will find that there are few in this realm who can challenge you," he continued on.

Astrid just nodded again. "When do we leave?" she asked. Although she understood the necessity of the training, she did not enjoy mental combat, nor was she proficient in the art. Hiccup, on the other hand, was a prodigy. Through her time training under Hiccup she had come to realize that is skill set was not that of a warrior, although he was unbeatable in melee combat, his real talent was for magic, mental combat, and surprise attacks. She supposed that was why he was an apprentice to the spymaster of the Order, or perhaps it was the result of being her apprentice. Either way, Astrid was well suited to the complete opposite.

"As soon as you're ready," Hiccup answered her as he scratched under Toothless' chin.

Astrid went back to her room and readied herself for the day. Instead of using her old axe, she opted to carry her new one with her. It would take some getting used to, as she was required to have her enhancement magic activated constantly in order to wield the weapon. It was a small, but constant, drain on her reserves of arcane energy. Ten minutes later she reemerged onto the balcony and mounted Stormfly, Hiccup and Toothless already mounted and waiting for her. The flight was a quick, taking only several minutes. Stormfly had grown larger and larger since the months they had left Berk, until she was larger than any Nadder she had seen before. Her strength and speed had increased with her size, and although she still wasn't a match for Toothless' speed, he and Hiccup no longer needed to lag and wait for them to keep up.

The golden doors of the royal palace quickly came into view and Hiccup led them to the entrance of the dungeons, a small, nearly hidden door of stone near the main entrance. It was the same door that Astrid had watched the prisoners be filed into several weeks before, never to be seen again. Hiccup and Astrid left their dragons outside to guard the entrance, the dwarven guardsmen shifting back and forth on their feet nervously in the presence of the two alpha predators. A small staircase wound round and round as they descended deeper and deeper into the dungeons. Every several tens of feet a shaft ran out from the stairs, torches lining the length. Astrid could see heavy metal bars with arms hanging loosely out of them, assuming they were the prisoners.

She knew very little of the failed revolution that Hiccup and his master, Agvior, helped to quell, but she knew that Nidavellir had a lot of prisoners. Eventually, perhaps several hundred feet underground, Hiccup stopped their descent and headed through one of the shafts. The cells here we larger and more secure. Astrid figured that this must be where their prisoner was being held. A small guard of dwarves guarded one of the cells, armed and waiting. As they heard footfalls in the twilight of the torches, one of their own hailed the approaching riders.

"Ah, Vrangr, we've been expecting you. Prisoner number six has been prepared as you requested. Good hunting, my lord," their captain said, saluting Hiccup as he stalked past, with a feral grin on his face. Astrid followed closely on his heels, interested in seeing who they would be interrogating.

What she found was not what she was expecting. Inside the cell, laying on a table, strapped down with heavy chains of mithril, bound and gagged, was a strange looking creature. It was humanoid, tall even, clearly not a dwarf. It was pale, paler than even Hiccup's own alabaster skin. It was like it had never seen the light of day. It had long, pointed ears, that were shaped oddly, not in the fashion of man, but more in the fashion of a beast, almost bat-like in appearance. His eyes were blood red and he gazed at them with such intense hatred that if looks could kill, Astrid thought she and Hiccup would have fallen dead on the spot.

"Now, now, no need to be so rude number six," Hiccup tutted, "Astrid, meat number six. Number six, meet Astrid. Number six was one of the leaders of the rebellion several years ago, he is a dark elf. They had sought to place a puppet on the throne that would ally themselves with Svartalfheim, but they failed in the end."

All sympathy Astrid had for the prisoners on the floors above her vanished at the thought of someone manipulating the dwarves to join Loki's alliance. "He's been drugged with a special poison that makes it difficult to manipulate arcane energy, but all the same, keep your guard up," Hiccup whispered to Astrid in the privacy of their minds.

"I'm afraid," Hiccup said as he approached the table, "today is the day of your execution. The king has tried to parlay with you and you have refused every offer he has made. Now, we will get the chance to pick at your mind before the executioner can collect your head. I hope it was worth it."

Outside the cell Astrid could hear the snicker of the dwarven guards, snickering about the bane of the dark elves. Hiccup reached out and touched Astrid's mind, drawing her out. "I'll help you, guide you, show you what to do. But this is a learning experience for you, it's your job to find his secrets. Or try to," Hiccup explained. Astrid shook her head, signifying she had heard her.

Hiccup led the way, his mind slowly approaching the mind of number six. Astrid followed closely behind him, like two arrows lined directly behind each other. Hiccup encountered the first defenses of the dark elves' mind and instead of attacking them immediately, gave him time to bolster his defenses. Hiccup mentally gestured for Astrid to take her best try at demolishing the walls he had built, and Astrid obliged him. The dark elf was proficient in the art of defending his mind, but Astrid had one of the best teachers in the realms as her master. Every move he made to block her probing attacks was countered by Astrid, and little by little, she began to eat away at the walls of his defense. All the while, Hiccup waited and watched, poised to strike at any moment in case he needed to defend Astrid's own mind from a retaliatory attack.

There was none. The dark elf had no chance to launch an attack of his own, and instead opted on defending his mind as best he could. Eventually it became clear to prisoner number six that he was fighting a losing battle, he was trying to defend too much of his mind to put up and effective defense. He had underestimated Astrid, all those many hundreds of hours of mental sparring with Hiccup over the past year had put her in excellent form.

He let his walls remain but retreated further into his own mind, erecting more defenses as he retreated. By the time Astrid had finished destroying the outer walls, the dark elf had already fallen back and fully constructed his new defenses. Astrid made no move to move forward but instead looked back for Hiccup. "Good job," Hiccup said, moving forward, leading the way deeper into the dark elf's mind, "notice how different it feels. Outside his first defense we knew nothing, felt nothing. Now look, we can sense faint emotions, barely recognizable this far from the center of his consciousness. Skilled interrogators can question a prisoner at this stage an extract information based on what they sense."

Hiccup led Astrid even deeper, until they encountered more defenses. The barriers were taller, stronger, thicker. They wouldn't fall like the first ones, not easily. "You can give up small portions of your mind to focus on defending more important infrastructure," Hiccup lectured, "it's a basic tactic. One that you should never rely on. If an enemy can penetrate your first line of defense, run."

Hiccup again gave Astrid the go ahead to begin taking down the prisoner's next line of defense. Astrid could feel waves of hate emanate from the dark elf, he clearly did not like Hiccup, not at all. She began her work slowly, probing the walls for weaknesses or cracks, testing their strength. She couldn't simply tear these walls down like she had the previous ones. Instead, she opted for a trick Hiccup had used on her, go under. Astrid picked and probed at the foundation of his defenses, not attacking the thick walls. Her goal was to undermine their integrity and weaken them so that she could destroy them at her leisure.

The dark elf panicked as he realized his mistake, and though her progress was slow, Astrid chiseled away at the walls little by little. Despite her progress, the walls held fast, their strength unfaltering. "You're too spread out," Hiccup said, somewhere behind her, "you need to pick a target and focus on it. Force them to put all their defense towards that one point, and then change to another and destroy it."

Astrid mentally nodded and returned to dismantling the dark elf's defenses. Instead of chipping away at the walls she focused all her power into swings of a pickaxe, striking at the foundations of his defense until the dark elf was forced to allocate more resources to defending the spot, lest it be lost. Even the smallest increase in defense prompted Astrid to quickly move to another spot and begin attacking there instead. It was a game of cat and mouse and Astrid was beginning to win.

Eventually the dark elf realized he was not going to win this game unless he could force Astrid to retreat or erect defenses of her own. He spread his defenses thin, trying to guard everything at once, and launched a vicious attack against Astrid's own mind in retaliation. Astrid immediately halted her own attack and created the strongest barriers she could muster, but for naught. Hiccup was ready and waiting for the dark elf to strike and immediately cut through his defenses, shredding them to pieces and sending him retreating even farther into the depths of his mind. His attack was swift and strong, it left no room for defense, only offense, and there was nothing the dark elf could do to stop it.

"Your defense is good, but don't let up pressure entirely when you retreat. Keep your enemy focussed on himself, not you. If he fears he will be broken by your weak attack he will hesitate to put his all into attacking you," Hiccup said, before stalking forward, deeper into the mind of the dark elf.

The prisoner's mind turned dark as they entered the next area of his mind. Shadows writhed and danced and Astrid could hear a faint, but disturbing, melody echo from somewhere far away. "We're close now," Hiccup said, "maybe two more levels until we're at the center."

Astrid nodded and waited for Hiccup to lead the way again, taking a small break to organize her thoughts for the next attack. The dark elf prisoner knew it was futile to struggle against Hiccup's apprentice and instead focused on defending only the core of his mind, saving his strength incase he had to fend off the master himself. He focused the entirety of his defense into a sphere around his core, but instead of trying to resist the damage that would inevitably follow, he instead opted to absorb it. He crafted the sphere in the fashion of a liquid, one that would bend but not break under an attack.

Hiccup led them deeper into the prisoner's mind, the emotions becoming clear, and simple thoughts became readable. How he loathed Vrangr, how he would kill every dwarf on this miserable planet if he should ever escape, how, in the end, even if he died, Ragnarok would succeed and destroy everything they ever loved. The emotions weren't dulled this far in, hatred dominated the dark elf's mind. He hated the dwarves, hated the elves, hated the Aesir, but above all, he hated Vrangr. Pain was the next strongest emotion, he had survived countless tortures under the dwarves and had not, would not, spill his race's secrets. From what Astrid could sense, there was no good in this man, no redeeming quality. She felt no guilt over her training.

Astrid beheld the strange defense mechanism and marvelled at it's oddity. She never would have thought to organize her defense in such a way, it reminded her of the way Hiccup liked to imitate smoke when hiding his mind, and made a not to remember it for future training. For the next hour, try as she might, Astrid could not breach the dark elf's defenses. Every attack she tried was repelled, blocked, or parried by the sphere of liquid guarding the dark elf's inner core. She had tried squeezing the sphere, tried breaking it with overwhelming force, tried whittling away at it little by little, tried scooping away the liquid in small cups to reduce it, all to no avail. At last, she decided to ask Hiccup for help.

"Hiccup, I-" before she could ask, he cut her off.

"Don't worry, I didn't expect you to be able to break this. You did better than I expected in the first place, getting this far. You're not suited for this kind of tactic, but it's important to learn none the less. Let me show you," Hiccup said, trailing off as he tapped into his reserves of arcane energy. Astrid took a step back and allowed Hiccup to work his magic.

She felt a subtle shift in the dark elf's mind, thoughts and emotions came to the forefront of his being, more so than his defenses. Pain overwhelmed hate temporarily, but not the pain of tortures, the pain of fire, of heat, of cooking flesh. Thoughts erupted into the space of the dark elf's mind they occupied, jumbled, incoherent, and screaming. They were the thoughts of the dying, the mind's panic before it is extinguished. Astrid beheld the dark elf's defenses and found them crumbling, the sphere of liquid bubbling and boiling. Inside she could make out the faint form of the dark elf, aflame and writhing in hellfire, roaring in agony.

"There is always a weakness you can exploit," Hiccup said to her, "if he makes a shield of water, then it's simple, you just boil it away with fire. Illusion magic is especially helpful in this endeavor."

Astrid felt the mind of the dark elf breaking, falling to pieces, but he held his defenses still. If he did not submit to Hiccup only his body would survive, an empty shell devoid of a personality. Just when Astrid thought the dark elf would break she heard a voice. "My lord!" it cried, and then again when it received no answer. "My lord! Vrangr!" it cried again. Hiccup scowled and released his magic, the dark elf practically thanking what gods may be for his reprieve.

"Come on, let's see what they want," Hiccup said, before leading Astrid back out of the dark elf's mind. The prisoner didn't even bother erecting defenses as they left his mind, too damaged from Hiccup's attack to defend himself. Astrid's eyes fluttered open and she beheld a small contingent of dwarves crowded in the small cell, the guards looking in from behind them, slight frowns on their faces at the interruption of the interrogation.

"My lord, Vrangr," one of the new dwarves said, "you have been summoned by the king. Please report to the throne room immediately."

Hiccup rolled his eyes in annoyance before moving to exit the cell, the dwarves leading the way, escorting them back up through the winding staircase to the surface. Astrid followed behind Hiccup, wondering why he was being summoned by the king again. The climb to the surface was shorter than Astrid thought and she was surprised to find that the lights of the city had begun to dim in preparation for night.

The dwarves continued to escort them, which Astrid found strange. They were also armed, but not in the traditional arms of the royal guardsmen. Their weapons were varied and customized, this was not a normal group of guards. The throne room was as it was the first time they were summoned, just the king and the chiefs that acted as his advisors. The lords and ladies of the dwarven court were absent, and their guards stood at attention outside the doors of the throne room.

Hiccup stalked up to the base of the throne and kneeled once more, Astrid copying him with perfect grace. She had developed a sort of sixth sense which allowed her to guess what Hiccup would do before he did it, a result of their spars and copying his mannerisms during political engagements. "Yes, your majesty?" Hiccup asked tersely, slightly offended that he had been escorted to the throne room.

The king hummed in thought for several minutes, not giving them permission to stand like their first summons. Astrid could tell the king was quickly wearing through Hiccup's limited supply of patience. "Vrangr, tell me, how far have you come in finding my missing people?" the king asked after some time.

"I have been tracking down leads and searching the city every day, your majesty," Hiccup answered, still kneeling.

"And yet you have produced no results, despite being here for quite some time," the king commented.

Hiccup frowned slightly. "I produced plenty of results, were I allowed to interrogate the prisoners I had captured, I could have found the missing dwarves already," he replied.

Ginnar snickered under his breath from his spot among the chiefs. "And yet you still have not made any expeditions into the underground seas to negotiate with the blockade," the king observed.

"I have not yet had the time to devise a plan for dealing with a small army," Hiccup responded.

"You seem to have plenty of time to train your young apprentice, hmm?" the king quipped.

At this, Hiccup and Astrid both frowned. Hiccup was about to respond but the king cut him off, speaking first. "More of my people have gone missing, I can sit idle no longer. I order you to investigate the underground seas and at least meet with the captain of the blockade," he commanded.

"How dare this half-two-legs command you," Toothless snarled in Hiccup's mind, listening in on the conversation in case he was needed.

"Easy bud, this is what we came here to do, remember," Hiccup said, calming his dragon. Slightly.

"By your will, your majesty," Hiccup said, rudely excusing himself and giving a overly grand mock-bow in response before turning and making for the door. Astrid picked up on the cue and simply stood and followed him, not giving the king any proper partings. She was not a rider, not yet, she owed him nothing.

"That was a little rude of him, don't you think?" Astrid said, shifting from dwarvish to Norse.

"He's just worried about his people, that's all," Hiccup said, also shifting from dwarvish to Norse. Astrid gave him a small look. "Alright, it was a little rude too," he added.

Hiccup and Astrid walked at a brisk pace as they made their way to their dragons waiting outside the golden doors of the royal palace. "It was quite rude," Toothless added, for Hiccup's ears only. Hiccup just chuckled at his dragon's mood and gave him a little scratch.

"Come on, let's go. We need to prepare if we are to meet with the blockade in the underground seas," Hiccup said, mounting Toothless. Astrid mounted Stormfly and followed after them, it was a quick flight back to Ragnarr's estate.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup spent the next three days instructing Astrid on the finer art of negotiations. It was one of the most common roles a rider was expected to perform, and it was one of vital importance. More blood has been spilt by words than blades in the history of man, the same went doubly true for the words of riders. There were also other, more unpleasant lessons, such as how to survive in behind enemy lines, how to escape capture after failed negotiations, how to resist torture should you be captured by the enemy. It was a large amount of information to take in and her life would be dependent on how well she could memorize it.<p>

On the fourth day, Hiccup and Astrid awoke early, suited up themselves and their dragons in their armor, Hiccup wearing his black dragonscale armor with the tabard of the Order, and Astrid in a fine set of dwarven armor with her new axe strapped to her back. They took flight before the lamps of the city had even been lit for the day and headed for the entrance to the underground seas on the far side of the cavern. The entrance was a titanic tunnel shaft hewn through the stone of the world in a perfect square. A system of pulleys allowed for transport to the seas many miles below the surface. Even by dragonback, it took several tens of minutes, almost an hour, to travel to the bottom. Hiccup kept their pace slow, to keep their approach quiet, and also so that they had enough time to pull up from their dive to avoid crashing into the water. There was a small rocky outcrop at the bottom of the shaft that acted as a port, with many long wooden docks stretching out onto the seas. The seas themselves stretched out to the horizon in every direction and Astrid had a difficult time reminding herself that they were underground right now. Darkness was the most prevalent aspect of the underground seas, no light filtered in from the city above, and there were no lamps to light the sky.

Hiccup touched Astrid's mind and she allowed him entrance. "Cast this spell," he said, before passing her a short spell with words she did not recognize. She performed the spell without fumbling her words and her vision cleared, and in the distance she could make out the waves far below.

"It's a simple night vision spell based on illusion magic, it's drain should be minimal but if you begin to feel it draw more energy than necessary sever the spell. Stormfly will be able to navigate even in the darkness," Hiccup explained over the roar of the wind and water.

Toothless and Stormfly took their riders high above the waters, stealthily navigating the cavern, looking for their destination. The blockade was somewhere in the underground seas, on the far eastern front. It's function was to prevent any dwarven vessels from passing from the entrance of the underground seas through a small hole in the cavern wall that led into another, much larger, underground sea, where the fishing was best. The blockade had turned the passageway into their stronghold, carving tunnels into the stone to form a makeshift port.

"We'll hopefully at the blockade in the next few hours. The plan is for me to board, alone, with you, Stormfly, and Toothless on standby. If they are hostile, I'll call for Toothless and it will be up to you to rescue me. For my sake, please be quick about it. I have no desire to fight off a horde of thousands of angry dwarven pirates," Hiccup said, explaining their plan.

"And what if things do go wrong?" Astrid asked, with a hint of worry in her voice.

"I won't be captured easily and Toothless would lay waste to the entire area if I was so much as scratched, wouldn't ya bud?" Hiccup said, patting Toothless' neck.

"I'm tempted to just leave you there," Toothless said, embarrassed, rolling his eyes in a disturbingly human manner.

Astrid swallowed her objections to Hiccup going in alone and said nothing. Hiccup was far from helpless and herself, Toothless, and Stormfly would be more than enough to stage a rescue. "Don't worry, hatchling. I won't let anything befall our master," Stormfly said, comforting her rider with her own feelings of confidence.

"Thanks, girl," Astrid said, choosing to believe in her dragon, if not herself.

"Hiccup," Toothless said in the privacy of his and Hiccup's mind, "how are you going to accomplish your mission? I assume you have a plan."

"There is two options. One, the blockade leader, this Agmundr, agrees to meet with me. I convince him to talk to me alone, I assassinate him, and then stealthily make my way back to you guys, swimming if I have to. Two, he refuses to meet me and I am attacked on sight, in which case, you fly down and turn everything to ash," Hiccup explained to Toothless.

Toothless just laughed in his unique dragon way, causing Astrid and Stormfly to look at them slightly funny. "What could they possibly find humorous about our situation?" Astrid asked Stormfly.

"I'm not sure, hatchling. He is your mate, not mine," she answered.

Astrid rolled her eyes at her dragon. Hiccup had gone from two-legs-bonded-dark-one to Hiccup to mate-of-Astrid in the mind of Stormfly, all in the matter of months. No amount of reasoning, no amount of explaining, convinced her otherwise.

The flight passed slowly, even despite their impressive speed. Astrid's mind began to wander and she passed the time by examining the underground seas. Here and there tall rocky seastacks extended from the water, likely an underwater mountain just barely rearing it's head. Abandoned shipwrecks floated in the waters near them and Astrid would have considered stopping and exploring them had they not been on a vital mission to save lives.

Eventually, far off on the horizon, Astrid could make out raging fires. The night vision spell amplified the light of the fire to the point where it hurt her eyes to stare in their general direction so she released the magic. Hiccup was right, the drain on her energy was minimal, but still a drain nonetheless. Hiccup and Toothless contacted her and Stormfly in a four way conversation. "Remember the plan, stay high, stay out of sight, but close enough that you can readily come if I'm in trouble," Hiccup said. Astrid and Stormfly gave the equivalent of a mental nod and Toothless seemed to meld into the shadows as he darted towards a rocky outcrop.

Toothless was in his element. Under the cover of the black of night and with lightning speed he zoomed past the dock Hiccup had direct him towards. In a perfectly timed maneuver, Hiccup leapt from Toothless and landed eerily silently on the dock, the wooden beams barely creaking at his presence. Toothless was gone as fast as he had arrived, rejoining Astrid and Stormfly far above the dock, hiding in the safety of the darkness of the cavern. Hiccup gave the spot where he knew them to be one last look before stepping forward.

Several tens of feet in front of him was a large metal barrel, inside of which was several large beams of wood. Eight dwarves surrounded it, warming their hands against the cold of the underground seas. Hiccup made sure to make plenty of noise, so as not to surprise them. The dwarves attention immediately snapped from the fire and their aching limbs to the presence coming from the darkness of the dock, their hands gripping the hilts of their swords.

Hiccup walked into the light of the fire, his hands held in the air in a gesture of surrender. His rose red tabard swished forward from the winds sweeping across the underground seas, and the dwarves took notice of the garment immediately. "I am a rider," Hiccup said as confidently as he could, "and a friend. I've come here to speak with your leader, if he would see me."

The dwarves eyes him suspiciously, picking him apart, trying to discern if his words were the truth or lies. None dared draw their weapons, if he was as he claimed, they would surely die. Eventually one of them stepped forward, their leader. "If you're a rider then where's your dragon, elf?" the dwarf practically spat.

Hiccup frowned slightly. "Toothless?" he called to his dragon.

Toothless took a small but quick detour away from their hiding spot before firing a powerful blast of fire at the water of the underground seas, causing an explosion. The dwarves visibly recoiled at the sudden burst of fire and water. "He's here, make no mistake," Hiccup said, smiling coyly.

The dwarves shared short looks with each other before removing their hands from their weapons. "This way," their leader said, gesturing for Hiccup to fall in line behind him as he lead him through a small path hewn into the stone. The other dwarves followed behind Hiccup, effectively blocking him in. The path wound precariously around sharp drop-offs to the water below, and hunks of rock crumbled away from the path as they walked.

Eventually the path ended at another small dock, with another contingent of dwarves guarding it. Dozens of ships filled the canal in front of them and Hiccup guessed that they were currently looking out into the passageway between one cavern and the next. "Oi, who's he?" one of them barked as their comrades approached with Hiccup.

"Rider, here to speak with the Captain," the leader of the first group answered. The other dwarves seemed to relax at the revelation. The leader secured a small rowboat from the new guards before gesturing for Hiccup to get on. Hiccup obliged, and the leader and one other dwarf rowed the small rowboat out into the canal, towards a brightly lit ship, covered in lanterns and torches. Hiccup glanced out over the water, into the cavern that was blocked off by the blockade. Hundreds upon hundreds of ships floated in the darkness, only visible by the small lanterns aboard.

The ride to the vessel they were heading for was quick, the dwarves were obviously used to rowing. The leader called up to the deck and a rope ladder was tossed over for them to climb up. The leader went first, followed by Hiccup, and then the last dwarf. The leader quickly explained the situation to the dwarven crew, who had drawn weapons instantly at the sight of Hiccup, and tried to calm them as best he could. He was doing a poor job, as none had sheathed their weapons.

"What in the blazes is going on up here?" a voice roared, practically kicking down a door somewhere to Hiccup's right.

"Captain! This elf has boarded our ship, claims he is a rider here to speak with you," one of the crew answered the Captain's call.

The Captain examined Hiccup with narrowed eyes. "Alright lads, everyone put your swords away before you get yourselves killed," he commanded.

A dwarf with a wooden leg and no arms approached the captain, hobbling over slowly. "Agmundr, are you sure we should be so trusting?" he asked.

"Our enemies would not dare pretend to be a rider of the Order, and the serjeant says he saw the elf's dragon. This is what we've been waiting for after all this time," Agmundr answered his first mate.

The crippled dwarf scowled but made no more objections as Hiccup lowered his arms to his sides, deeming it safe to no longer appear nonaggressive. "Greetings, I am Vrangr, Knight Master of the Order of Dragon Knights. I have come to you on behalf of his majesty, the king, to negotiate peace and the disbandment of this blockade. I assume you are the captain of this armada?" Hiccup said, holding out his hand in greetings to the dwarf he knew to be Agmundr.

"Indeed I am. I am captain Agmundr, and I speak for every man here worth his salt," Agmundr replied, shaking Hiccup's hand vigorously.

"We are well met, then, captain," Hiccup affirmed, "is there someplace we could speak in private?"

"We'll not have you and our captain alone, elf," the crippled first mate snapped at Hiccup.

"Certainly, please, this way," Agmundr said, ignoring the warnings of his first mate. Hiccup grinned as he followed Agmundr through the door he had came from and into a large room that served as the helm.

Agmundr scurried across the room to his desk, placing a chair on the opposite side for Hiccup. It was small, made for a dwarf's body, but Hiccup wasn't one to deny the pleasantry. Hiccup truly took notice of the captain for the first time. He wore a vicious curved sword, but his body did not look as if it could wield it. What was once a mighty dwarven physique had deteriorated to weakness, a shadow of his race. His beard was long and unkempt, and dark bags hung under his eyes as if he had not slept soundly in a great many moons.

Both men took a seat before beginning negotiations. "Earlier you said you were waiting for me, what did you mean by that?" Hiccup asked.

Agmundr fidgeted in his seat before answering. "We've been trapped here, by duty, and the blockade was our means of calling for help. We knew that the king wouldn't send the army to deal with us, and that he would call upon the Order. We've been waiting for a rider, not necessarily you specifically, to come and save us," the captain explained.

"Trapped by what? Save you from what?" Hiccup asked.

At his question Agmundr become visible frightened, a far cry from the facade he had worn on deck. "The corrupted ones, of course. They pour forth from the gates of Hel itself, in the cavern we guard. It is our duty as dwarves to protect our kin from them, from falling to their sickness. Their power is great and terrible, they have lost all sense of who they were," he explained, fear dripping from his tone.

"And what are these corrupted ones, exactly?" Hiccup asked again.

"They were once our kin, but no more. They have been corrupted and twisted, bent to the will of darkness. Their skin is cracked and gray as ash, and flames lick their flesh. Their eyes smolder with the fires of Muspelheim, the very face of evil, they are. They know only death, only blood, only destruction. We have lost many keeping them at bay, but the cold and the water are our allies. It weakens them greatly to be exposed as such to the elements," Agmundr said, rocking in fear in his chair.

"What could the Order do for you, then?" Hiccup said.

Agmundr looked shocked. "You are the most powerful beings in the realms, certainly you could muster your forces to exterminate their evil," he said with almost a reverence, "many of us have perished so that we could bring this information to you. Please, rider, banish this scourge from our lands."

"Do you have any way to get to the location of these corrupted ones?" Hiccup asked, looking around the cabin.

An expression of relief crossed Agmundr's face as he jumped out of his chair with more energy than Hiccup thought he could muster. He scurried over to a large desk in the corner of the cabin and fished out a medium sized scroll before returning to the desk at which Hiccup sat. "This," Agmundr said, gesturing at the scroll as he spread it out, "is a map of the cavern beyond us. We have mapped it as best we could, it shows the way to their location, where they are born."

"And this," he said, pointing at a small drawing on the corner of the map, "is the inside of their stronghold. One of my own crew perished to personally map and send this back to us, so that we may defeat them when the time comes."

Hiccup stood and hummed in thought as he examined the map. "Do you have any copies of this? Any at all, one that I could have?" he requested of the captain.

"No, no, this is the only copy. I have spare parchment here, though, I could draw you a second one in no time at all-" Agmundr said before his eyes caught sight of a strange occurrence. Fire. Fire on his desk. Fire eating away at the map countless lives had been used to draw. He looked up at Hiccup, eyes wide in shock and anger, and it was the last thing he ever did. The blade of All-slayer glided through the air, whistling, before sinking it's fangs into the throat of Agmundr. The slash was so powerful that it nearly decapitated the dwarf, his head clinging to his body by only scraps of flesh.

Hiccup stilled his breathing, focussing on hearing if anyone had heard the struggle. None did. Hiccup made his way over to the far side of the cabin where a large stained glass window was. "You have made powerful enemies, captain. May your soul find it's way to the Realm Eternal," Hiccup commented.

"_No one could outrun the flames. It was all reduced to rubble, and then again to ash,_" Hiccup commanded and a small wisp of crimson hellfire flickered into existence in the center of the cabin. Hiccup took a deep breath and jumped through the window, into the sea below, before he released his control of the magic.

The resulting explosion rocked the foundation of the canal, sending tremors through the stone. The seawater parted, sending giant waves towards both of the caverns, which sped Hiccup's escape. A large cloud of fire spewed forth from both ends of the passageway, consuming all the ships moored in it's path. Large boulders fell from the roof of the passageway, piling up and blocking any passage forward.

From their hiding spot in the darkness, which was now clearly illuminated, Astrid, Toothless, and Stormfly saw only death come forth from the canal. "Hiccup!" Astrid screamed, her panic so immense and profound that Stormfly was forced to almost completely withdraw from her rider's mind lest she succumb to it as well. Beside them, Toothless immediately dived at the water below, soundlessly entering the waves. It took Stormfly only a second to spring into action, heading for the canal, braving the fire that spilled forth.

"Treacherous half-two-legs, burn!" she roared before unleashing her own fire on any ships that remained afloat. Astrid couldn't act, couldn't think. She sat lifelessly, just observing Stormfly's rescue attempt with unseeing eyes.

"Stormfly!" Toothless roared, erupting from the water below, "retreat! Our mission here is finished!" On his back sat a very soaked, yet very scorched, and very alive, Hiccup.

Stormfly thundered out of the maelstrom of fire and smoke, chasing after Toothless in their retreat. "Hatchling!" she roared in her and Astrid's mind, "Hatching! Snap out of it, he's alive!" Behind them immense boulders fell from the cavern ceiling and the passageway between the underground seas, sending large waves chasing after them.

Astrid stared at Toothless with unseeing eyes for several minutes before blinking and finally realizing Hiccup was safely mounted in the saddle on his back. She released a shuddering breath, one that she wasn't aware that she was holding, before forcing herself to calm down.

"Perhaps you should have used a less powerful spell," Toothless commented, speaking in his and his rider's mind.

Hiccup just smirked. "Maybe," he replied, staring at a long lock of charred hair covering his face, before laying forward and falling into unconsciousness.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup healed his wounds when he recovered, minor cuts and burns, the worst of which were long wooden splinters that had bypassed his armor and sunken into his flesh. Astrid had cut his hair, cutting away the large clumps of charred hair which clung together. She ended up giving him a short cut in order for him to not appear odd in appearance. His shorter hair accentuated his pointed ears, making them more prominent.<p>

Several days passed before Hiccup was summoned before the king once more. Astrid accompanied Hiccup again, and their summons were similar to the first again. The king sat on his throne, with his advisors standing next to him. "Vrangr," the king greeted, his mood much more pleasant than when they had visited before their expedition into the underground seas.

"Your majesty," Hiccup responded, falling to one knee.

"I take it your recovery has gone well?" the king asked.

"It has, your majesty," Hiccup answered.

"Good, good. I'm interested in hearing what happened during your journey into the underground seas. From your injuries, I assume it went poorly?" the king asked, getting straight to the point. Astrid herself had been wondering what had happened during the negotiations, but Hiccup had refused to speak a word, instead opting to wait until he told the king first.

"It indeed went poorly, your majesty. I arrived at the port and was welcomed by the guardsmen there who brought me before their captain, Agmundr. Our information was accurate in that regard. I was taken aboard a ship, where their captain spoke with me. I laid out the terms of negotiations, that your majesty wished the blockade undone, so that you may send your armies to search for your missing people. The captain then flew into a rage and attacked me, along with his crew. I fought them off, and in the end, bested them. Their captain retreated below the deck of the ship, and rather than be captured, chose to end his own life. He ignited a large cache of black powder in an attempt to take me with him," Hiccup said, explaining what happened during the negotiations.

The king and his advisors listened with rapt attention. "I escaped by jumping through the window of a cabin, and used magic to shield myself from the blast of the explosion. The resulting explosion, however, also destroyed the tunnel connecting one underground sea to the other, where I believe your people may be held. It will take some time, but it will be possible for your armies to make their way to the underground sea where they are being held. In the mean time, no more of your people should go missing," Hiccup said.

The king hummed in thought for a moment, choosing his words carefully. "Is there not more that you can do for us? It will take many weeks for my armies to make their way through such a tunnel collapse, and in the meantime, my people suffer," the king asked, as politely as he could.

"The Order is not the sword of the crown, your majesty. I have accomplished the mission that has been tasked of me, there is little more I can do without official orders. I also do not believe that those who went missing will be found in good health, the extra time it will take you to investigate the matter personally is of little consequence," Hiccup responded, surprising Astrid at his refusal to help more.

The king nodded sadly, as if he had expected as much. "I thank you for your service then, Vrangr. You're dismissed, I apologize for summoning you so soon despite being wounded," the king said.

Hiccup and Astrid stood, left the throne room, and headed back to Ragnarr's estate. The king listened to his advisors give their opinion on the matter at hand for several minutes before holding up his hand. "Leave me, and send in the next visitor on your way out," he commanded of his advisors. The chiefs shared a small look between each other but did as they were asked.

Outside the doors of the throne room stood a female dwarf, Ljufa, mother of Askatla, and close friends with the King's Hammer clan. The advisors informed her that the king would see her and went on their way. Ljufa entered the throne room and kneeled before her king.

"I have received your report, Ljufa, and your accusations are most heinous," the king said darkly.

"They are no accusations, they are the truth," she responded.

"How can you be so certain? Perhaps the girl made a mistake?" the king asked.

Ljufa raised her head, her eyes narrowed. "It was our family's greatest shame. My grandmother crafted the original; a black serpent, devouring its own tail. Two emeralds, in the color of his eyes. The girl would have had to have seen the real thing first hand in order to describe it in such detail as she had. I would never mistake such a ring anywhere, it is the crest of the Betrayer," Ljufa answered her king.

The king's expression darkened.

"**Loki…**" he cursed.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

I've received a large amount of requests for fanart for this story recently following the previous two chapters and, unfortunately, I'm a poor artist. If anyone would like to try their hand at drawing characters or a scene from my story, or know an artist who would be interested in taking requests, please feel free to send me a message. I'm more than happy to feature any fanart on my profile and A/N. Details not given in the story can be provided upon request.

**Before I can start writing the next chapter, I need to know, should Sigrid become a rider or not? **You can leave a review or message me to chime in. Either way, her role in the end of the Nidavellir story will be pivotal, but what happens to her in the end is up to you. If she is to become a rider, she will travel with Hiccup and Astrid when they leave for Alfheim. If not, well, she has her incredibly poor life as a princess of the royal family to look forward to.

So we saw some progress in the story here. Hiccup and Astrid will remain on Nidavellir for some time more, continuing their training, as was planned before Hiccup was ordered to help the dwarves. Astrid's new axe is not a legendary weapon, but it is very close. This axe will function as her main weapon for the majority of the story, until, or if, she can find a legendary weapon. I'm still toying with the idea.

Ljufa - "dear, beloved, gentle, kind."

See you next chapter, and thanks for reading!

- Musica


	12. In the Blink of an Eye

**Hail to the King**

* * *

><p>"Loki…" the dwarven king cursed, spitting the name in disgust.<p>

"What should we do, your majesty?" Ljufa asked.

The king's brow furrowed as he considered every option. "Are you positive it was a replica? Not the real thing?" the king asked Ljufa.

"Yes, there is no way the genuine one would have been broken as the girl described," Ljufa answered.

"Then we do nothing. The Betrayer would only give his crest to his most vile of servants. If he learns we have uncovered one of his agents he will move to silence us. We will bide our time and use this information to strike when it is most advantageous for our people. You will never speak a word of this to anyone, under pain of death," the king said, commanding Ljufa to silence.

"Yes, your majesty," she accepted.

"You are dismissed. Return to your estate and act as if nothing is out of the ordinary," the king said, waving his hand. Ljufa stood and bowed before making her way to exit the throne room. Neither the king nor Ljufa noticed the prying ears listening in on their conversation in the shadows.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"Again!" Hiccup drawled lazily, reading from a scroll, watching Astrid and Sigrid spar out of the corner of his eye. Astrid and Sigrid sucked in deep gasps of air, trying to catch their breath. Hiccup had been teaching them a method of sparring that would prepare them for real group combat. He would allow them to spar for some time before yelling out offense or defense, and then either of their names, and they would have to switch to that role. It was supposed to simulate switching from one opponent to the next as army marched against army. It was extraordinarily taxing on their stamina.<p>

Astrid and Sigrid readied their weapons. Astrid had retired her previous axe in favor of her new one and found that she liked it much better, not just because Hiccup had made it for her specifically, but because of how perfect it was. Both women raised their weapons and charged at each other, and just before they were about to clash, Hiccup barked out, "Astrid! Defense!"

Astrid immediately stopped her charge and took a wide defensive stance, holding the haft of her axe horizontally to block Sigrid's attack. Her guard was weak and her form odd due to the sudden change of action. Just as Sigrid's attack connected with her guard, Hiccup barked out again. "Sigrid! Defense!" The spar reversed directions as roles were changed, and Astrid tried her best to perform a powerful attack with her weak positioning. Astrid increased the strength of her enhancement magic twofold and swung wide with the proper form for a slashing axe attack. "Astrid! Defense!" Hiccup barked suddenly before her attack could connect. She was forced to fight against her own magic to rein in her attack and get into a defensive stance to block Sigrid's counter. The spar continued in a quick game of cat and mouse for the next ten minutes until Sigrid had bested Astrid, once again.

"That's enough for today," Hiccup said, rolling up his scroll and stashing it in Toothless' saddle, "same time tomorrow."

Astrid and Sigrid huffed loudly and collapsed onto the sandy floor of the arena, gasping for air from exertion. Hiccup mounted Toothless and the two of them took off on an afternoon flight, as was their usual habit after finishing training for the day. Astrid watched them ascend into the sky and sighed, her gaze lingering on the crevice in the ceiling that they had just thundered through.

Sigrid looked from Astrid to the crevice and then back to Astrid again before breaking out into hysterical laughter. Her revelry broke Astrid from her reverie. "What's so funny?" Astrid asked.

Sigrid's laughter only increased more at her query, until her face was red and tears streamed down her cheeks. It took her several minutes to calm herself before she was able to speak and by that time Astrid was thoroughly annoyed, at either being left out of a joke or being the joke herself. "What's. So. Funny?" Astrid repeated, half in anger.

"Oh man," Sigrid managed to breathe out in between giggles," Askatla was right, so right. You do love him, don't you? Gods, that's hilarious. You're going to have some real competition."

"I-I do not love Hiccup," Astrid stammered in reply, looking at the ground to hide her growing blush.

"Uh huh," Sigrid said, before the both of them passed into uncomfortable silence for several minutes as they caught their breath.

""If," Astrid said, coughing to clear her throat, "if, purely theoretically, I did, what is this 'competition' you were speaking of?"

Sigrid broke down into another bout of laughter, practically rolling in the sand. Astrid grabbed a fistful of sand and threw it at the incapacitated dwarf, causing her to sputter and spit to get the sand out of her mouth, effectively silencing her laughter.

"Alright," Sigrid said as she spat out a large clump of sand and saliva, "I guess I deserved that. So, 'hypothetically', if you did love Hiccup, he's slightly spoken for."

"Spoken for?" Astrid asked with a quirked eyebrow.

"Did he tell you how he became an elf?" Sigrid asked, Astrid nodded.

"Well, you know then, during the siege of Miotvior, he helped repel the dark elves and he saved their princess from being captured. She's had quite the infatuation for him ever since, and has been trying to convince him into becoming her mate, but he's rejected her advances at every offer," Sigrid said, nodding her head as she recalled the story.

"Mate?" Astrid questioned.

Sigrid paused, trying to think of how best to explain the concept. "The elves are a little strange, looney as my father says. They don't have the same concept of marriage like others have, they live too long and follow their hearts where it leads them. If two elves grow to love one another, they became mates, and stay together for as long as they share their feelings. When one no longer fancies the other, they go their separate ways, no hard feelings," she said.

"So… it's like marriage, but not," Astrid commented.

"Right," Sigrid said, nodding her head, "I don't know if Hiccup is as elfy as the rest of the elves, but he certainly acts like it most of the time, so I guess he would prefer to take a mate rather than a wife. And as far as mates go, you can't get much better than a princess I suppose."

"What's she like?" Astrid asked.

"Tall and beautiful, like all the other elves, deadly with a bow, she's talented with some form of magic the elves like if I remember right," Sigrid answered, her eyes focused on a spot on the cavern ceiling as she recalled all the lessons about politics.

Astrid just hummed in affirmation. "Come on, let's go to the nest like we planned," Astrid said after a while of contemplating, her exhaustion lessened by rest. Sigrid jumped to her feet, excited to be going to the nest after planning for weeks. The two of them scurried out of town to the abandoned mining tunnel that led to the nest.

The walk was much shorter than Astrid remembered it being the first time when she had gone with Hiccup. She supposed it was because they were half running, determined to get to the nest, train, and get back before Hiccup noticed their absence and questioned where they had been. Not that he would, he would be flying with Toothless for some time before returning and going about his daily duties, but just in case. The tunnel was exactly the same as Astrid had last seen it, and Sigrid marveled at the stone that reflected Astrid's sapphire light that guided their way.

The walk through the darkness felt agonizingly long but at last Astrid could see the mouth of the exit in the distance. "Remember," Astrid said, almost lecturing, "don't be afraid like you were with Stormfly. If you're scared, they'll be scared."

"I know, I know," Sigrid whined, her gait picking up pace as they neared the nest.

"Just making sure," Astrid said as they stepped through the large stalactites and into the cavern of the nest. Her sapphire light floated high up into the air and increased in intensity at her prompt, giving them a generous amount of light. A shrill cry from below drew Astrid's attention as a small, pink Snafflefang scampered up the the rocky hill towards them.

"Hey, little guy," Astrid said as the hatchling leapt into her arms, nuzzling at her neck.

Sigrid watched Astrid scratch at the hatchling's chin with a small grin on her face. "Sigrid, this is, well, a friend of mine," Astrid said, not knowing what to call the hatchling.

Astrid kneeled down to allow Sigrid access to the hatchling, who purred loudly as the two of them scratched at it playfully. Astrid reached out to the hatchling's mind, her first time doing so with another dragon besides Stormfly. "I'm Astrid, what's your name, little one?" she asked the hatchling.

The hatchling seemed to stare at her for a moment, trying to figure out how to talk in the same manner Astrid did, before giving up and chirping out a sound. "Rauor?" Astrid guessed, she wasn't well versed in the tongue of the dragons but she knew enough from learning from Stormfly. The hatchling chirped again, more slowly, rolling the noise off it's tongue. "... Rooiin?" Astrid said after a moment, which caused the hatchling to squawk in approval.

"Rooiin," Astrid said, "this is Sigrid, my friend." The hatchling warbled a greeting to Sigrid in words she didn't catch.

"We're actually here for a reason, we're looking for a bonded dragon for Sigrid. Do you know what a bond is?" Astrid asked Rooiin, who shook his head up and down in affirmation, a very human gesture.

"Could you show us around, then? Introduce us to some of the dragons here," Astrid asked and the hatchling jumped out of her arms, scampering around her feet in circles, warbling happily. Astrid assumed that was a yes and stood to follow him as he ran down the rocky hill towards the nest, stopping every few feet to make sure his two-legs were behind him.

Astrid's sapphire flame followed behind and above them leisurely, lighting their path, although Rooinn needed no light to navigate his home, never leading them astray.

Eventually they came upon the giant stone spire in the center of the cavern that acted as shelter for the dragons and Rooiin jumped into the air and beat his wings hard, and he lazily drifted up to his cave. "You can fly now!" Astrid exclaimed, a smile on her face. Rooinn landed in the mouth of his family's cave and looked back at her with a lopsided grin and his tongue lolling out. He turned and ran into the cave, barking loudly as he ran.

A few minutes later several dragons poured out of the spire, some hatchlings like himself, some young drakes, others fully grown adult dragons. They flew down to the ground and circled Astrid and Sigrid who looked on with wonder at the species and colors. Brilliant blues and greens, reds and purples, species that Astrid hadn't seen before in the books Hiccup had given her to read. In the end Astrid estimated that twenty-five dragons had answered Rooiin's call.

The dragons lined up in a circle around the two, examining the two-legs that ventured into their home. "Wow," Sigrid complimented.

"Do any of them feel special?" Astrid asked as she approached a large, rust colored Hotburple and started scratching under its chin.

Sigrid glanced around at the surrounding dragons, examining each one carefully. She particularly liked a bright yellow Gronckle, but felt nothing out of the ordinary from any of them. "No," she answered, shaking her head but scratching behind the yellow Gronckle's ear.

The dragons, seeing that attention was being dealt out, crowded the two women, nuzzling them, trying to earn their favor. Astrid and Sigrid spread their attention between each dragon as best they could, but to no avail. Astrid started wandering the nest, the dragons following behind her. She tried the same tactic Hiccup had, telling them stories. She told them about Midgard, and about Berk, and about Hiccup. They listened with cocked heads and ears, interested in her tale, and some even commented in the dragon tongue on parts of the story, which she didn't catch.

Sigrid was close by, scratching and petting dragons, examining each one. Astrid had told her it was an indescribable feeling, and that you'd know your bonded dragon instantly when, or if, you found it. Like lightning coursing through your veins, and your skin feeling uncomfortable. Sigrid didn't feel so much as an itch. None of these dragons, it seemed, were her bonded.

More dragons came to listen to Astrid's stories, and quite a few of Sigrid's as well. Sigrid scrutinized each new dragon, finding several she thought beautiful or deadly, or both, but none struck a chord within her being. After several hours both were out of stories they thought the dragons would enjoy and so they began wading through the clutch of dragons and back to the city. Rooinn and his family warbled their goodbyes as Astrid and Sigrid ducked under the stalactites of the tunnel entrance and began the long walk back to the city.

Sigrid sighed deeply not more than a minute after they had started walking. "Don't worry, I didn't expect you to find your dragon here. We'll keep searching, check some other nests near the city, maybe go to the celebration on Alfheim. We'll find one eventually," Astrid said, trying to cheer her up.

Sigrid smiled weakly but nodded her head and stomped out her disappointment. Becoming a rider was a once in a thousand lifetimes occurrence, she knew that it wouldn't be that easy to find her bonded dragon. Instead, she decided to focus on the problem at hand; the missing dwarves. "Hey, Astrid," she said, "how come Hiccup isn't helping find the missing dwarves now? I mean, I know he technically completed his orders and all, but I thought he'd see it through to the end, you know?"

Astrid's brow furrowed. "I don't know," she said honestly, "I thought he would, it seemed like the kind of thing he'd do."

"It just seems like he left the king out to hang. It will take weeks, if not months, to organize the army, get them to sail to the underground seas, and get through the collapsed canal. By then, people will be dead," Sigrid said.

Astrid hesitated with her next words. "In the meeting with the king, Hiccup said he didn't think any of the missing dwarves would be alive," she said.

Sigrid scowled. "That doesn't mean we shouldn't try to save them," she countered.

"I know," Astrid said sheepishly.

Sigrid racked her mind, trying to find a solution. The two of them continued walking in silence until they finally emerged from the tunnel and stepped into the dimming lamplight of the city.

"We should go ourselves," Sigrid said quietly as she and Astrid observed the city below them.

"What?" Astrid asked.

"We should go ourselves. With Stormfly we can get there in no time at all. With your magic and my brawn, we can get through the canal and rescue the people on the otherside. It might take some time to ferry them back to the surface but we could do it much faster than the army could," Sigrid said, elaborating on her plan that she had been brewing.

"I don't think Hiccup would like that," Astrid said sheepishly.

"He won't even know until we're back. By then we'll have saved them and he will have nothing to complain about," Sigrid said confidently.

"And what if we run into trouble?" Astrid asked.

"Hiccup took care of the blockade, right? There's no enemies down there, and if there are, well, who could stand against our combined might? We've got a dragon, a rider-in-training to one of the greatest riders alive, and the strongest aspiring dwarven rider in history," Sigrid boasted.

Astrid rolled her eyes before giving the proposition some serious thought. Sigrid looked at her with a pout which caused her to break into laughter. "Alright, alright. Fine, we'll go look for the missing dwarves. I remember the way so it shouldn't be too hard to find the entrance again," Astrid said, giving in to Sigrid.

"Good. When should we leave? After training tomorrow?" Sigrid asked.

"We could always just go tonight. Hiccup won't miss us and I'm sure he won't mind if we skip training to save people," Astrid said, hoping her insight of her master was right, "grab your armor and meet me at my room. I'll have Stormfly suited up in her armor and ready to go."

Sigrid nodded and they hastened their pace to return to Ragnarr's estate.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>It took Astrid and Sigrid only thirty minutes to prepare for their journey into the underground seas. After making sure Hiccup and Toothless were not yet back, Astrid managed to get Stormfly into her armor in record time. Astrid herself wore a light leather armor that she had brought from Berk and strapped her new axe to her back. Sigrid armed herself with her warhammer and wore chainmail in lieu of leather. Astrid assured her that Stormfly was strong enough to carry the both of them and their weapons and armor but Sigrid apologized profusely nonetheless. Stormfly's training with Toothless had progressed as much as her own had with Hiccup, she was much stronger than any normal Nadder, her large muscular legs and wings gave her a fierce and menacing appearance.<p>

Sigrid managed to smuggle herself, fully armed, up to Astrid's room without notice of the palace's servants. Their flight to the edge of the city and the shaft leading into the underground seas was quick, they flew high and lazily, like they were just out for a relaxing flight to the dwarves below. When they reached the entrance of the underground seas Stormfly dived quickly and was below ground in a heartbeat.

The darkness consumed them like before until they came upon the small port at the base of the shaft that marked the beginning of the underground seas. "After this there's nothing but darkness for quite awhile. If you need light just let me know," Astrid yelled over the roar of the wind and sea as they travelled forward, Astrid trusting Stormfly to guide her but helping along the way with things she remembered.

"Okay!" Sigrid yelled back. Not being able to communicate telepathically with Sigrid was an annoying setback. Hopefully they could find her bonded dragon, soon, and then there would be no need to try to yell over the wind.

Astrid activated the night vision spell that Hiccup had taught her, its drain on her reserves of energy less than she remembered previously. Stormfly was practically flying the same path, Astrid noted, as they passed over a large spire of rock, a titanic stalactite, and the ruins of ships surrounding it. It was the same landmark she had seen during their first flight, which she estimated to be approximately one-fourth the way to the canal. "Good job, girl," Astrid commented her dragon's sense of direction.

"Where are we!" Sigrid asked, her voice distorted by the roar of the wind as they flew and the slosh of the waves far below.

"We're not quite halfway yet!" Astrid replied. She heard Sigrid grumble from behind her and assumed that the darkness was beginning to wear on her nerves.

Astrid mumbled a few words and a small, but stable, sapphire flame flickered into existence between the two of them, lighting up the darkness for a few feet in either direction. "Better!" Astrid yelled.

Sigrid took a few glances around. "Not really!" Sigrid replied. The light only made the darkness even darker.

Stormfly continued to beat her wings as they thundered through the underground seas. Her speed was incredible, but nowhere near the speed of Hiccup and Toothless. When they weren't holding back Astrid thought they were the fastest beings in existence, and it was likely they were. The very sky quaked at their passing and Astrid hoped that, someday, she and Stormfly could attain similar speed. An hour and a half later the stone walls of the cavern came into view in the darkness, the rubble of the explosion still blocking the canal.

Stormfly slowed her pace to a lazy glide, the roar of the wind died down until only the quiet slosh of the waves below echoed through the cavern. "We're at the canal," Astrid said to Sigrid before creating a more powerful, brighter sapphire flame to illuminate their surroundings.

Stormfly drifted down to the maw of the canal, giant boulders of ancient rock blocking their path forward. "Woah," Sigrid commented as she beheld the size of the stones in the sapphire light.

"How are we going to get passed this?" Astrid asked. Their plan didn't account for heavy mining, and if she had to remove the blockage with magic, Astrid knew she would be exhausted beyond all measure.

"I don't know…" Sigrid said, a feeling of hopelessness sinking in.

Stormfly took a large inhale of air through her nostrils. "Hatchling, I think there may be a path through," she said to her rider.

"How can you tell?" Astrid asked.

Stormfly took another breath. "I can smell fresh air. Well, different air. It's not the same as in this cavern," she answered.

"What's going on?" Sigrid asked. She had become increasingly good at recognizing when both Hiccup and Astrid were talking with their dragons.

"Stormfly thinks there's a path through the collapse to the other side," Astrid explained.

"Well, let's see if she's right," Sigrid said matter of factly.

Astrid chuckled and uttered a quick spell that would give them air to breathe underwater for some time. "Ready, girl?" Astrid asked as she completed weaving the spell.

Stormfly squawked in affirmation and dived into the water. Astrid's spell took hold and three bubbles of air surrounded each of their heads. Stormfly's powerful legs kicked hard as she propelled them through the water and towards the blockage. The sapphire flame followed them close by, not affected by the water in the slightest, lighting their way. The darkness of being underwater weighed on their minds heavily as Stormfly searched up and down the opening of the canal for a path forward.

It took her nearly ten minutes before coming across a hole no bigger than ten feet in diameter, formed by three large boulders that had fallen in a triangle. "Think you can fit?" Astrid asked Stormfly. She had grown larger since leaving Midgard, but she was still small when compared to other dragons.

"I should be able to, so long as it doesn't get smaller farther in," Stormfly responded.

"Just be careful then. If you get stuck I don't know if even magic can get us out alive," Astrid warned.

Stormfly made a mental coo in affirmation before kicking forward and swimming through the entrance. The makeshift tunnel winded through rocks, bending up and down. Occasionally they would surface into a pocket of air before diving down again, allowing Astrid to refuel their supplies of air. To their astounding good fortune, the tunnel remained relatively the same diameter, and even grew in some portions to easily accommodate Stormfly's bulk. After what seemed like an eternity, Stormfly kicked her legs and shot out of the tunnel and into a sea of darkness. They had made it safely through the blockage.

Astrid and Sigrid took in deep gasps of breath as they surfaced. Despite her magic sustaining them, it was an unnatural feeling that couldn't replace fresh air. It reminded Sigrid of breathing in a crypt. "Where are we?" Sigrid sputtered.

Astrid increased the strength of her sapphire flame until it lit up their surroundings for thirty feet, banishing the darkness. What they beheld was haunting. Hundreds, if not thousands, of ruined ships floated in the sea, still moored. Timber and sails floated in the sea, ruined. The few ships still afloat were badly charred and damaged. What was most eery, however, was the distinct lack of corpses. The dead were few in number, horribly disfigured and burnt to charcoal. They bodies floated in the sea like the timber of their ships. The scene was the picture of death. "What in the name of the gods happened here?" Sigrid whispered.

Astrid gulped. "I don't know," she whispered back, "an explosion couldn't have done this…"

"It looks like the aftermath of a battle," Stormfly commented, sniffing at the air as she glided above the wreckage.

Ships creaked as the waves sloshed against them. "Is anyone alive?" Sigrid asked.

Astrid pondered her question for a moment before forming a spell. It wasn't one she had learned, or one that she had heard before, but one that she had hoped would work. It left her lips soundlessly, echoing across the water. A moment later, it returned to her. Astrid didn't know what her spell was, but it had been successful. None here were living. "No," Astrid whispered in answer, "come on, let's go."

Stormfly beat her wings and propelled them forward, away from the carnage. "Is there any land down here?" Astrid asked Sigrid.

"Not that I know of," she replied, yelling over the wind once again.

"We'll just have to keep searching. There's got to be some kind of port, like the one at the entrance. You can't keep several thousand people afloat down here," Astrid said.

Sigrid just nodded, an unseen gesture, and tightened her grip around Astrid's waist as Stormfly increased her speed, her head darting back and forth as she scanned the darkness of the cavern, looking for land or survivors. Astrid increased the strength of her sapphire flame so she and Sigrid could help as well, although without expending a significant amount of energy the light only stretched some tens of feet in any direction.

The three of them flew for hours, searching every nook and cranny of the cavern for the missing dwarves. Eventually, Stormfly could fly no more, and was forced to land. She settled into a calm part of the sea, floating on the surface, the gentle push and pull of the waves sending her bobbing up and down in the water. "There's nothing down here," Sigrid said with a dejected voice.

"We haven't searched everywhere yet. We've been mainly looking in the sea, we should circle around the cavern walls once or twice before giving up. If there is a port anywhere, it's there," Astrid said, trying her best to sound confident.

Sigrid was quiet for a moment before she shook herself of her doubt. "Yeah, you're right," she replied, her voice regaining its strength once more.

After a thirty minute break, in which Astrid and Sigrid had a small snack to tide them over, with fish for Stormfly, the trio resumed their search. It took them another thirty minutes before they finally found the nearest cavern wall. Stormfly flew several hundred feet above the water below, Astrid channeling more energy into her sapphire flame so that she and Sigrid could better see their surroundings. They flew for what, in the darkness, seemed like an eternity. The cavern walls looked the same, indistinguishable, and it played tricks on the mind. The sea far below was the only reminder that they were indeed travelling in any direction.

Astrid estimated it had been nearly five hours since their rest earlier and she was beginning to tire from lack of sleep and continued use of magic. "Go to sleep," Sigrid said when she caught

Astrid's eyes drooping, "I'll wake you up if we find anything."

Astrid reluctantly nodded and closed her eyes. She wasn't afraid of sleeping during flight, on the contrary, she felt quite safe. She trusted Stormfly with her life and knew if she fell off that she would be caught. It was unlikely that Sigrid would let her fall in the first place, anyway. Her slumber was light, but surprisingly rejuvenating. It was hard to fall too deeply asleep with the roar of the wind, the crashing of waves, and the beat of wings. Despite that, Astrid was surprised when Sigrid yelled in her ear. "Astird! Wake up! We've found it!" she half yelled, half whispered, as she beheld the port city far below them. Stormfly beat her wings, hovering in place, warbling in confusion.

Astrid's eyes snapped open and she jerked her head to and fro, looking for their destination. She saw nothing, only stone and water. Through their bond, she could feel Stormfly's equal confusion. "What are you talking about Sigrid? There's nothing here," she quipped.

Sigrid gave her a look like she was a dullard. "Are you blind? Look in front of you, woman," she exclaimed in reply, pointing at the cavern wall.

Astrid followed her finger and was not surprised to find nothing but more stone. "This is no time for jokes, Sigrid," she deadpanned.

Sigrid just growled. "Stormfly! Fly as close to the wall as you can," Sigrid yelled, hoping the dragon would comply with her request. At the cue of Astrid, she did. When they were only feet from the wall, Sigrid unclipped herself from the saddle, leaned out, and knocked on the stone. Astrid waited for the distinct sound of bone on rock that she was familiar with, but her ears were met with nothing but the crash of waves far below them. Her eyes focused on where Sigrid's fist was, or should have been, and found that her arm was sticking through the wall.

"What…" Astrid marvelled. Stormfly cooed in confusion.

Astrid quickly put two and two together. "Magic," she swore, "illusion magic. It doesn't affect Sigrid because she's a dwarf."

"Have a little faith," Sigrid jested.

"What are we flying into? Is there a safe place we can land-" Astrid asked, before being cut off.

"Dispel your flame! Now!" Sigrid hissed. Astrid's instincts kicked into gear and she severed the magic in an instant, her body tense and ready for combat. Hiccup's training was bearing fruit, it seemed.

"What's going on?" Astrid whispered in Sigrid's ear.

"Watchmen," Sigrid replied, observing the port only she could see.

Far below, a sprawling fortress was hewn from the very stone of the cavern. It had towering walls on all sides with but a single entrance, a large gate facing the sea, which allowed ships entry into a small bay within. The keep was farther back inside the compound, shrouded from vision by darkness. Sparse few torches were visible in the darkness, giving off an eerie feel. A small squadron of watchmen marched in perfect tandem on the wall, torches giving away their position. They were a short people, and Sigrid presumed them to be dwarves. They wore thick ash gray plate armor that obscured their appearance, but she could tell from their march that they were extremely disciplined. On the far side of the closest wall was a small cave, barely more than a crack in the wall of the cavern, that was the only safe base of operation in the immediate area.

"There's a small cave we can land in, on the far side of one of the walls. It's out of the way of the watch, obscured in darkness. We shouldn't be found there, barring wards of trespassing," Sigrid said.

Astrid ran through a quick check of all the wards she had cast upon herself and Stormfly since she learned of magic. She found that some were outdated and needed to be upgraded, and some discarded entirely. She wove several spells, chanting under her breath for five minutes, before nodding. "I've made it as difficult as possible to detect our presence by magic, but we should be careful all the same," Astrid said, her voice hushed.

Sigrid nodded. "I'll guide us into the cave and then we can work on dispelling the illusion for you two," she responded. Stormfly cooed in displeasure at having to take cues from someone other than her rider but knew it was necessary. Sigrid motioned her forward, using body language she had learned from Astrid, and guided them all forward. Astrid tried her best to suppress her growing panic as they approached the stone wall to little success. When they were mere feet away she closed her eyes and waited several seconds before opening them again. Astrid was met with nothing but a dull brown color in every direction, obscuring her vision. "Sigrid! What's going on!" she hissed quietly.

"Relax, it's just the illusion. We're not in any danger, just trust me," Sigrid said soothingly.

Seconds seemed like days as Sigrid directed Stormfly to the cave blindly. The illusion was not fading and it was beginning to take its toll on both Astrid's and Stormfly's minds. "Alright Stormfly, start landing slowly," Sigrid said after awhile of directing her. Stormfly squawked in annoyance but followed her cue. Ever so slowly they descended, for what seemed like hundreds of feet, but was probably merely tens, until they felt Stormfly's claws contact stone. Astrid let out a relieved sigh, flying blind was not something she enjoyed.

"Alright, good job. We're about ten feet from the mouth of the cave, just walk forward, I'll guide you two," Sigrid said, jumping off Stormfly's saddle and onto the stone below. Astrid remained mounted as Sigrid guided Stormfly forward, the illusion still muddling with her vision. She was beginning to hate this color of brown stone.

"Alright, we're inside now. Should be safe," Sigrid said as she jogged to the entrance of the cave and peered outside. Their presence had not alerted the watch.

"So… how do we dispel the illusion for you two?" Sigrid asked as she rejoined them in the cave.

Astrid grumbled to herself. "I don't know, Hiccup never taught me. Said I had to discover it for myself," she answered.

"Well, best get to it then," Sigrid joked. Astrid didn't find it funny but focused on picking apart the magic anyway. Hiccup had been vague when he described the inner workings of illusion magic, not wanting to give her an easy way to beat him. She knew that, somehow, the illusion managed to get into her mind and show her things that really weren't there. It was possible to do similar things if you invaded the person's mind… but you wouldn't use magic to do that. Then the only thing left would be…

"Arcane energy," Astrid said suddenly, "the illusion messes with your arcane energy. It sort of 'poisons' it, if you will, making you see things you wouldn't otherwise see. That's why you don't need to invade someone's mind, and why dwarves are immune to it."

"Alright then, how do we 'unpoison' your arcane energy then?" Sigrid asked.

Astrid returned to her thoughts. How indeed? Astrid took a long, hard, look at her own reserves of arcane energy. They didn't seem changed, or out of the ordinary, on the contrary, they felt perfectly fine. But she knew, instinctively, that something was wrong. It felt too good, too fine, too normal.

"Why don't you try casting a spell?" Sigrid suggested.

Astrid considered the suggestion seriously a moment before dismissing it. "No, too risky. If the illusion is controlling my energy it's possible that casting a spell could trigger an alarm," she said.

Stormfly found her way to her rider and nuzzled her as they combined efforts to figure out a way to break the illusion's hold over them. Something in Astrid's mind clicked and she turned her focus not inward, but outward, towards Stormfly. She examined her dragon carefully focusing on Stormfly's own reserves of arcane energy. All appeared normal, but she had that itch at the back of her mind that told her this was not the case. Astrid dug deeper, focussing more closely, until she began to see anomalies. The flow of arcane energy in her was abnormal. The surface was calm, unperturbed, but beneath, it flowed chaotically in patterns Astrid could not recognize. She could tell that the arcane energy was flowing out, distorting Stormfly's senses, and then returning once more. The illusion was so efficient that the drain wouldn't even be recognizable to the victim unless they spent months, even years, trapped by it.

Astrid smirked. "Stormfly, stay calm and trust me," she said, before reaching out with her mind and melding into her dragon. Astrid quickly located the pool of energy in her dragon's mind and began to pour her own arcane energy into it, willing it counteract the chaotic movements, forcing them to subside. It was an arduous process, like trying to bottle smoke with your bare hands, but her progress was steady. Eventually, after preventing most of the movement, the illusion broke entirely.

Stormfly squawked in surprise as the brown stone that clouded her vision faded to nothing and revealed Astrid and Sigrid seated in a small, dark cave. "You did it, hatchling!" she exclaimed.

"The illusion is disturbing our arcane energy. I need you to look at my own and calm it in a similar manner that I did to yours, okay girl?" Astrid explained. Stormfly cooed and began repeating the same process with her rider. Stormfly, as a dragon, was not used to manipulating arcane energy, but Toothless had been instructing her in the skill nonetheless. After a few short minutes of copying Astrid, Stormfly dispelled the illusion on her rider as well.

Astrid blinked as she beheld the inside of the cave and smirked before looking at Sigrid, who returned her smile. "See, knew you could do it," Sigrid jested, her smile growing wider.

"Right. So what's the plan now?" Astrid asked as she followed Sigrid to the mouth of the cave and poked her head out. Torches flickered in the distance, reflecting off the armor of the watchman who stood at attention, staring off into the distance in every direction. The two of them scrutinized the stronghold, looking for any weaknesses or flaws in their security.

"See anything?" Sigrid asked.

"No…" Astrid replied, her eyes darting up and down the wall.

Stormfly looped her neck around the mouth of the cave to join them in their search, her draconic eyesight sharper than theirs combined. It took her all of three seconds to pick apart of the defenses. "Hatchling, you will not find a way in through or over the walls unless the guards are distracted," she commented, years of raiding Berk and other Viking settlements giving her an insight into the workings of two-leg's defenses.

"I know," Astrid replied, her mind struggling to come up with the answer to their problem.

"We could wait for a change in the watch?" Sigrid suggested.

"We don't know when that will be though, it could be tens of hours, even days, before they change shifts," Astrid countered.

The three of them returned to their thoughts, trying to think of a way inside. Astrid's gaze wandered over to the entrance of the port, a large gate that swung inwards. On top of it was, what looked like from this distance, fifty guardsmen. "We don't go through… or over," she said, running over her plan in her head, "we go under."

"We can use magic to let us breathe underwater, dive under the gate, and swim into the bay. The guards are focused on looking outwards, not inwards, they'll never see us once we're inside. We can find the missing dwarves, smuggle them out one at a time, even over the course of several days. The spell isn't that taxing, and I can use it for long periods of time," Astrid said, working out the final details in her mind. Yes, this could work.

"But what about Stormfly? We might be able to get in unnoticed, but a dragon? Not a chance in Hel," Sigrid said.

"Stormfly will wait for us outside, in case something goes wrong. We can flee, mount up, and be gone before the guards can catch us. If we're trapped inside, she can also act as a distraction to allow us to escape. It works better that way, actually," Astrid explained.

Sigrid went over the plan in her mind for a moment, looking for any weaknesses, or any better ideas. She found none. "Alright, let's do it," she said.

Astrid smirked. "Stormfly, wait outside the gate, above and out of sight. I'll contact you if anything goes wrong," she instructed her dragon.

"Be safe, hatchling," Stormfly said before stepping out of the cave and ascending into the darkness.

After several tense minutes of waiting for Stormfly to get into position, Astrid and Sigrid judged that the guards had not seen her and that it was safe to scramble to the water's edge some tens of feet away from the opening of their cave, near the base of the wall. There were no guards overlooking it and it was a short run, no problems.

"Alright, we make a run for it on three. I'll cast the spell as we run, and by the time we get to the water it should be finished," Astrid said. Sigrid nodded.

"One, two," Astrid took a deep breath, "three."

The two of them shot forth from the cave, Sigrid taking the lead despite her short stature, and Astrid muttering under her breath as she weaved the spell. She finished just before Sigrid reached the water, slowed down, and silently dived in. Astrid did the same. The water was shallow but deep enough to be submerged completely. Astrid followed closely behind Sigrid as they swam through the darkness, a bubble of air surrounding their heads. They stuck close to the wall, letting it guide them in the darkness to the gate. Eventually the water deepened until they could no longer see the bottom in the torchlight.

It took them less time than they thought to reach the gate, their haste powered by adrenaline. The gate stretched some ways under the water before ending, just as Astrid had thought. Sigrid dived deep, going through the gate and into the bay of the fortress, staying deep enough to where none could see them. They swam for five minutes before reaching the opposite end of the bay, closest to the fortress' interior.

Astrid surfaced first, if there were any enemies she would smote them with magic before they could alert the guards. Her head emerged from the water, only enough to allow her eyes to see. A quick survey of the courtyard showed her that their presence was unknown. The guards stood eerily at attention, still gazing off into the distant darkness. Astrid made a gesture with her hand underwater and Sigrid emerged next to her, the two of them pulling themselves out of the water and onto solid ground before making a break for a hiding spot near a building. "Now what?" Sigrid whispered, barely audible.

Astrid looked around, trying to discern the layout of the facility. "Come on, this way," she whispers back, keeping low and darting across the courtyard towards a building that looks like a side entrance to the main hall. Hopefully nobody would be inside. Hopefully. Astrid kneeled next to the door and pressed her ear to it, calming her breathing and listening for any sign of an occupant inside. Hiccup's training in the ghettos had paid itself off in full. She heard nothing, but withdrew her small throwing axe nonetheless, and twisted the knob, the door opening ever so slightly to allow her to peer in.

Nothing but darkness met her eyes. Astrid opened the door enough to dart inside, Sigrid following her close behind. Astrid whispered a spell quickly, her heart thundering in her chest, and her vision improved, allowing her to see in the darkness. "I'll guide us, just be quiet and ready for anything," she said to Sigrid who nodded and withdrew her large warhammer.

They skulked through the winding halls of the fortress, weapons drawn and at the ready. Most were shrouded in darkness, but sparse few hard torchlight, and it set them on edge, fearing that they had finally encountered an occupied part of the fortress. They never saw a soul. There were rooms in every hall, and they investigated them each in turn. Most were storage rooms, full to the brim with food and water, or other supplies. Some had mechanisms, ore, and ingots. Other rooms were empty guesthouses, dusty from disuse. No sign of the missing dwarves, no sign of their captors. In fact, the only people they had seen were the guards. "We need to go lower," Astrid said as they finally cleared the first level of the keep, finding nothing.

Sigrid nodded her head and they made their way back to the staircase that led under the fortress. If prisoners were being kept, they would be kept there, in the dungeons. They descended the flight of stairs quickly and quietly before arriving at a large room at the base of the stairwell. Three passages led off north, west, and east. It was… not a dungeon. "Which way do we go?" Sigrid whispered, eying each of the passages suspiciously.

"We stay together no matter which one we go down," Astrid responded, examining each of the passages. A torch hung beside two of the entrances, above them were a single rune which didn't mean anything in any language Astrid or Sigrid knew of.

"Let's go down that one first," Astrid said, pointing to the western passage, the rune above it clear in the torchlight. It looked like a pit.

Sigrid nodded and followed after Astrid. The passage was wide and straight, with no torches other than the first at the entrance. After a brisk walk, they began to near their destination. The first clue was not sight, but smell. A putrid odor infected the hall, and it got stronger and stronger the farther they went in. Astrid assumed that the stronger the smell was, the closer to the end they were. Both of them feared what was at the end that could make such a foul stench. Finally they entered a large, dark room. With nothing in it, no less. But the smell told them otherwise, and they fought to hold back gags, mostly unsuccessfully. Astrid took a step forward but was caught by the strong grip of Sigrid. Astrid turned back to look at her friend but found her covering her mouth with her other hand, tears brimming in her eyes.

"What-" Astrid said, before following her eyes. Below them, where Astrid had almost just stepped. Was a massive pit. Inside was the source of the foul stench. Countless hundreds, if not thousands, of dwarven corpses littered the pit, discarded and rotting. Astrid caught a particularly strong whiff and recoiled before falling her knees and heaving up the contents of her guts. Sigrid did the same, tears streaming down her cheek and muffled whimpers coming in between heaves.

"What in the name of the gods…" Astrid utters, cursing whatever demon was responsible for this.

Sigrid let out a stream of profanity in dwarvish which Astrid hadn't yet learned. Astrid gripped Sigrid's shoulder and pulled her to her feet, dragging her back to the passageway and away from the horrors that they had just discovered. Their pace hastened until it was a sprint and they found themselves in the main room once more, out of breath and their faces pale.

"Alright. So we expected as much," Astrid said, her voice shaky, "there's still got to be some living prisoners. Otherwise they wouldn't keep the place guarded."

Sigrid said nothing but slowly nodded. "Let's go down that one next," she said, pointing to the eastern passage opposite them, the rune above it lit by torchlight in the shape of a rectangle.

Astrid led the way as they crossed the room and entered the passageway. It was much the same as the previous one, nearly identical. They approach hesitantly, noses sniffing at the air unconsciously, hoping, praying, that they don't walk into another mass grave filled to the brim with corpses. It took them longer than the first to reach the large room at the end of the hall this time, their pace slowed by fear, but when they emerged their fear was dashed away.

There was no putrid smell of rotting flesh, no scene of carnage awaiting them. The room they stood in was filled to the brim with various mechanisms, half completed in their construction, with spare parts strewn across the room. The mechanisms were… odd, to say the least. They appeared to be chairs almost, not comfortable in design. Thick leather belts were bound to the arms and legs of the chair, their purpose unclear. Hanging above the chairs was a small chandelier, one might describe, made of gears and wires. It was a small, delicate thing, that reminded Astrid of a crown. "What is all this?" Sigrid said, her voice recovering its natural strength.

"I don't know," Astrid replied, lowering her axe and examining the contents of the room more closely. Large amounts of ingots and unrefined ore littered workbenches, tools strewn across them. They explored the entirety of the workshop but found no trace of any dwarves. Astrid and Sigrid's hearts sank as they imagined the worst case scenario; that the dead dwarves had been all the people taken, that they had been too late to save them.

"Come on, let's try the other passage," Astrid said, turning and making her way back to the main room.

The third and final passageway had rune that depicted what seemed to be a collar. Neither Astrid nor Sigrid noticed that the missing torch had been replaced during their exploration of the western and eastern rooms. They quickly hurried down the corridor, unlike the other two, this one wound and turned in on itself, leading them down farther and farther underground. At the end of the hall they could see a faint blood-red glow illuminating their way.

The room they emerged into was large, far larger than the other two. It could be a fortress on its own based purely on size. It was not the size, but the contents, that took their breath away. Countless thousands of chairs lined the room, each with a dwarf strapped into them by thick leather restraints. The crowns that Astrid had seen in the workshop earlier had been fastened to their heads and bolts of blood-red electricity arced down from long wires coming from the ceiling. The dwarves themselves stared forward with blank eyes, drool running down their jaw in rivulets.

A muffled howl shook Astrid from her reverie. She immediately sprinted over to the dwarf that was struggling against her restraints, her eyes wide with fear and pain as she convulsed from the electricity. Her skin was the color of ash, gray and white in some places. Small cracks in her skin had begun to form, and from beneath a faint fiery red glow emanated. The dwarf was clearly a woman, Astrid noted, as she fumbled with her restraints trying to free the woman. Beside her Sigrid had hastened, trying to undo the restraints on her legs. The woman's howls of pain increased as electricity racked her body, forcing Astrid and Sigrid to take a step back.

Both winced as they caught sight of the woman's hair burning and falling to the ground. When the electricity subsided they rushed to her aid again, fervent in their attempts to free her. Sigrid's anger peaked and she brutishly ripped the leather restraints from their holdings, destroying part of the chair and freeing the woman.

The captive dwarf collapsed into their arms, convulsing in pain, tears streaming down her eyes. "It's alright," Astrid cooed, "you're safe now. What happened here?"

The woman babbled incoherently for a minute, causing Astrid to share a look with Sigrid. Neither knew what language she was speaking, but it was not one either of them knew of. They were snapped out of their thoughts when the woman's eyes bulged and she screamed in terror, flailing about in their arms, trying to get away from her saviors. Astrid heard a small shuffle behind her and instantly her instincts screamed for her to dodge an unseen attack.

Astrid rolled forward, drawing her battleaxe and making a stance in the same motion. Not a moment too soon, as a long, crimson blade travelled through the space where her head had been not a second earlier. Sigrid followed Astrid, her instincts guiding her, telling her to trust in Astrid's judgement. The two of them beheld their enemy, the rescued dwarf forgotten. Standing in front of them, nearly fourteen feet in height, was a giant man. He was barechested, his skin the color of blood, wearing nothing but tight leather breeches and a leather apron splattered with gore. A long mat of midnight hair hung in a long braid down his back. In his right hand was a long crimson blade, the same color as his hide. A normal man would have considered the weapon too large to wield, bigger than even the greatest of two-handed swords.

"Not bad, interlopers," the giant said, his voice guttural and grating, like two rocks grinding against each other. It could only be described as beastial.

"_Fire giant,_" Sigrid swore, colorfully.

Astrid's heart thundered in her chest, recalling the lessons Hiccup had ground into her. His words rang clear in her mind. "Jotnar come in two variety, ice and fire. Both are tall, standing between ten and twenty-five feet. They have titanic strength, the greatest natural strength of any in the realms. Ice giants have a natural talent in ice magic from birth, and fire giants are the same with fire. You should never try to fight one alone, always take them on in teams, preferably three or greater in number. They are fierce fighters, Jotunheim and Muspelheim are inhospitable places, only the most resilient of creatures may survive there. If you are forced to fight one, kill them quickly, and make sure they are dead."

"What would an Aesir and a dwarf be doing down here, hmm?" the fire giant hummed out in question.

Astrid and Sigrid shifted and began to circle the fire giant in tandem, their weapons readied. The countless hours spent sparring against one another, and sometimes against Hiccup, had forged a camaraderie that made them deadly when cooperating with each other.

"Now the talking type, huh?" the fire giant said as he raised his blade and followed their movements with his eyes.

In a flurry of motion Astrid and Sigrid attacked in unison. Astrid brought her axe down towards the giant's ribs while Sigrid swung her warhammer at his knee. In response the giant casually moved his sword to block the axe and kicked at Sigrid's warhammer, nullifying both attacks with practiced ease. Astrid and Sigrid wasted no time retreating and forming another plan of attack. "Sigrid!" Astrid roared, "follow my lead!"

Sigrid nodded and prepared to charge. Astrid tapped into her reserves of magic and activated her enhancement magic, not bothering to hold her strength back. Her skin flashed sapphire and she felt that she had the strength of one-hundred men. She brought her axe down in a vicious downwards slash, intending to cleave the giant in two, but the giant blocked the attack with the flat of his blade once more.

"Strong little Aesir, aren't ya," the giant taunted. Sigrid swooped around Astrid's attack and swung her warhammer in a horizontal swing at the side of the giant's knee. The giant took a single sweeping step back and dodged the attack easily. Astrid and Sigrid leaped back, out of the giant's reach, their hearts pounding so loud they feared they would burst. It was the first time either of them had been in actual combat with a true enemy.

The fire giant held up his hand a mumbled a few words. Astrid instantly felt the telltale sign of magic hum in the air and she immediately rolled out of the way, tackling Sigrid to the ground. A bolt of lightning shot forth from the giant's palm and struck the nearest dwarf still restrained in his prison. The bolt shot up the length of the wire hanging from the ceiling before travelling back down the others, shocking the dwarves. Some cried out in pain, others made no sound at all. The restraints that had been holding them in place snapped off, cracking like a whip. Hundreds of dwarves, stood from their seats at perfect attention with unseeing eyes that burned with the fires of Muspelheim. Their flesh as black as charcoal, with fissures of flames licking at their flesh.

"Capture them," the giant commanded, pointing at Astrid and Sigrid. The dwarves erupted to life, roaring with beastial cries and charging them.

Astrid hauled Sigrid to her feet. "Run!" she screamed. Astrid tapped into her magic, holding nothing back, empowered by fear and adrenaline. Her body flashed sapphire as she tightened her grip on Sigrid and accelerated to inhuman speeds, so fast that she seemed to vanish into thin air.

Astrid reappeared when the fire giant reached up and grabbed her ankle as she leapt over him. His grip was painfully strong but Astrid threw Sigrid forward. Sigrid grabbed one of Astrid's throwing axes before she was tossed forward, and in the same motion, hurled it at the fire giant's forearm. The blade of the axe sunk into his flesh eliciting a hiss of pain, releasing his grip on Astrid's ankle.

Astrid thanked whatever gods there may be and used the giant's shoulder to launch herself forward, scooping up Sigrid as she passed her and running faster than she had ever run in her life. "After them!" she heard the fire giant roar, followed by the sound of a thousand feet stampeding after her. A moment later a shrill screech rang out through the fortress, an alarm, alerting the guard to the presence of intruders.

"Shit!" Astrid cursed, her energy rapidly depleting from her use of magic.

Astrid and Sigrid stood at the foot of the stairwell that led to the ground floor of the fortress and began making their way up. Halfway up the stairs they encountered the first of the guards, the same warped dwarves that they had seen below, clad in iron armor. The flames beneath their skin gave them an eerie, otherworldly appearance. Astrid sunk her axe into the skull of the first dwarf she encountered, who shrugged off the blow and punched her in the stomach. Sigrid was right behind her and swung her warhammer, crushing the dwarf's head against the wall.

The dwarf collapsed and turned to ash then and there, leaving nothing but a orb of fire behind. The orb began to glow brighter and grow larger. "Damn it!" Astrid roared before tapping into her magic once more and casting a shield over herself and Sigrid. Not a moment later the orb erupted, covering the stairwell in flames.

Astrid and Sigrid coughed and made their way up the stairs. More guards came. Instead of fighting them they simply charged, using non-lethal blows, to bypass them entirely. Once they got to the ground floor they could escape, and that took priority. "Follow me!" Astrid yelled, using her enhancement magic once more. Astrid tore a shield off a dwarf, and his arm came with it before turning to ash. Astrid immediately fastened the shield to her forearm and put her shoulder down and charged forward.

Her charge knocked dwarves out of the way and Sigrid sprinted at top speed behind her. Astrid erupted from the stairwell onto the ground floor of the fortress and bashed several guards that were lying in wait for them with her shield before discarding it and undoing her magic. Sigrid followed close behind her as they sprinted through the halls of the fortress. Behind them they could hear the beastial cries of the changed dwarves as they emerged from the stairs, chasing after them.

Astrid and Sigrid rounded a corner and ran face to face into a group of twenty changed dwarves. The dwarves were slow to react before screeching and wailing and charged at them. Sigrid turned ran to a door she knew led into another hall. "This way!" she yelled to Astrid, opening the door and charging through. Astrid turned and followed, slamming the door shut as Sigrid pushed a heavy statue into place to barricade the door.

"That should slow them down a little! Let's get the Hel out of here!" Sigrid said, running down the hallway.

Astrid followed after her, her breath coming in ragged gasps. She had used too much magic and it was beginning to affect her. The sound of the door being kicked down followed by the sound of scrambling bodies spurred her into motion. The two of them ran down the hall into another section of the fortress before heading for a set of large doors that led to the courtyard and the safety of the bay and Stormfly beyond. They pushed open the doors and immediately regretted their decision. Awaiting them, outside, was an army of the changed dwarves. Hundreds, if not thousands. At the sound of the doors, they turned their heads, not moving their bodies. At the sight of the two their mouths opened followed by a shrill screech. Astrid slammed the doors shut and turned to flee back into the fortress only to find that their pursuers had caught up with them. "Shit, shit, shit," she cursed, grabbing Sigrid and bolting for one of the side doors, praying that it held their salvation.

It didn't. The room they entered was a small guest room, with two large beds and several end tables. It was a dead end, a literal dead end. They were going to die here. Astrid and Sigrid began stacking the items in the room to make a makeshift barricade before pushing against it with all their might. A moment later, something ran into the door with the force of a dragon, causing them and the barricade to be knocked back a few inches. Astrid and Sigrid immediately recovered and pushed back, trying to keep their enemies at bay.

Tears streamed down both their faces as they realized their doom was upon them. They cursed themselves for ever thinking they could succeed where Hiccup had not. They knew there had to be a reason he hadn't done more, and this was it. He didn't act because he couldn't. One man could never bring down an army, no matter how strong. A small flicker of light caught Sigrid's eye, irritating her, before she noticed an anomaly. This room, unlike the others they had searched, had a window. It was small, maybe a two feet wide by a foot tall. Too small for her, but, not too small for Astrid. Her head would be a little painful, but it was better than death.

"Astrid," she said, her voice shaky from fear, "look. A window."

Astrid looked up, pushing with her back against the barricade as another dwarf charged at the door, trying to bust in. "Go," was all Sigrid said.

Astrid's head snapped from the window back to Sigrid. "No, never, not like this," she said, her own voice quavering as she imagined turning into one of… those.

"You have to. Leave through the window, get to Stormfly, and go find help. Get Hiccup, he'll know what to do. I'll stay here and distract them and take as many of them with me as I can," Sigrid said, her voice regaining its strength, with hints of regality.

"No, you'll die! Look at what they've done to the people they capture!" Astrid yelled, tears streaming down her face.

"We don't know that for sure. That dwarf we rescued seemed to be in the middle of whatever transformation that they've been through. Get Hiccup, get help, and get back here and rescue me. I have no plans of dying here, not without becoming a rider," Sigrid shot back.

Astrid just shook her head. "Astrid, if you don't, then we both die here and no one will know. You'll leave Stormfly alone and you'll never get to tell Hiccup you love him. Go, come back and save me, and we'll end this reign of terror," Sigrid commanded.

Tears streamed down Astrid's face as she nodded. She waited until the next thud impacted the door before quickly helping Sigrid reset the barrier and then scrambling for the window, laying on her back and shimmying out and dropping to the ground some tens of feet below and landing on her feet. She bolted for the bay and dived into the water. "Stormfly!" she yelled, her panic evident in her voice as she sent her words to her dragon through their bond.

"Hatchling!" Stormfly roared as she descended from her hiding spot and plucked Astrid out of the water, beyond the gate.

"Quick! We have to get to Hiccup! Now!" Astrid yelled through their connection and aloud. Stormfly roared in anger as she went through her rider's memories, seeing what had happened, before flying faster than she ever had before back into the darkness of the underground seas.

Sigrid smiled as she felt the door be charged at once more before stepping back and drawing her battleaxe. "Come on, you sons of bitches," she whispered, twirling her weapon in the air. A moment later, the door burst down and the barricade fell apart and the spawn of Hel poured forth into the room.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"What do you mean they've been missing since last night? I saw them that afternoon for training, where did they go?" Hiccup asked angrily.<p>

"We don't know, my lord. They never returned after their training session, we figured they were with you," the assembled servants answered.

Hiccup stalked back and forth in the hall angrily, the servants trembling in the face of his wrath. "Relax, Hiccup, I'm sure they're fine," Toothless cooed, trying to calm his rider's fury.

He was about to reply to his dragon before the doors burst open and Stormfly flew into the hall of Ragnarr's estate and collapsed on the ground. Hiccup was beside them immediately, sensing that something was wrong.

Astrid scrambled off of Stormfly's saddle, her eyes red and puffy, and her cheek crusty with dried tears. "H-Hiccup," she managed to squeak out, "I-I'm sorry, we should have listened- I-I should have never agreed."

Astrid's tears began to fall anew as Stormfly drew ragged breaths, exhausted beyond the limits of her endurance. "Astrid calm down. What happened?" Hiccup said placing a hand on her shoulder reassuringly.

"S-Sigrid and I, we were just talking about h-how you didn't do more to help the dwarves, and we thought we could finish where y-you left off," Astrid rattled out between sobs.

"What happened?" Hiccup asked again.

"W-We found the missing dwarves, but we were attacked by a fire giant and an army of… c-creatures. We tried to escape but got chased into a corner. I-instead of both of us being captured, Sigrid sacrificed herself so I could escape and find you," Astrid finally managed to spit out.

Hiccup let a long stream of elvish profanities and curses leave his mouth as the servants began to lament their princess' fate. "P-please, Hiccup, you've got to save her," Astrid begged.

"Toothless!" Hiccup called, his dragon coming to the entrance of the palace in seconds.

Hiccup helped Astrid stand and half dragged her to Toothless before leaping into his saddle and holding out a hand for Astrid to help her up. Astrid clambered on and went to sit behind Hiccup, her usual position, but Hiccup pushed her in front of him, gesturing for her to sit down. "Here," Hiccup said, grabbing a helmet out of a pouch near the saddle, "put this on. Hold on tight and don't let go no matter what."

Hiccup grabbed several straps and tied them into place, securing their legs to the saddle. A chain of silvery metal connected to special belts that Hiccup strapped around both their waists. "Hiccup, what are you-" Astrid began to ask.

"Come on, bud," Hiccup said, speaking mentally and aloud, "let's show her the meaning of haste."

Toothless growled in affirmation before taking to the sky. Astrid's grip on the saddle tightened against the forces pulling at her body, Hiccup's hands next to her own. Toothless went from the palace to the entrance of the underground seas in a second before heading skywards in a vertical loop. When they reached the apex Toothless performed a small aerial maneuver and turned around before thundering into the underground seas with such speed that Astrid thought the wind would cut her flesh. The port at the base of the entrance was there and gone in the blink of an eye, before being replaced by darkness.

The darkness didn't last long. A luminous sapphire blue color began to emit from the fins on Toothless back, starting at the base of his skull and travelling down to the tip of his tail. Hiccup's own skin blazed a crystal clear emerald. Hiccup leaned forward, pushing Astrid down with him, before speaking a quick spell. The moment he finished speaking, Toothless went even faster. Astrid couldn't breathe, couldn't speak, couldn't think. The speed they were moving at was beyond the very concept of movement. The wind roared and whipped and raged with all its fury, lashing out at those who would dare defy it. And then, as suddenly as its rage had began, it quieted. The wind still beat furiously against her, but made no sound. In fact, nothing made sound. It was such an eerie, unearthly feeling, that Astrid had thought they had crashed into the waves below and died. She opened one eye gingerly and looked around, seeing Toothless' wings beating furiously, and Hiccup hunched over and squinting forward. Behind them, a cloud of white mist glowed sapphire and emerald from Toothless' and Hiccup's magic.

"What…" she said, making the motions with her mouth, but no words came out. She heard the noise in her mind, but it made no physical sound. A sense of awe and dread overcame Astrid as she beheld what they left in their wake. Waves erupted as the sea was scared by some invisible force that followed behind them, and when they passed a tall seastack, it was destroyed and reduced to rubble.

"Relax," Hiccup said, contacting her through her mind.

"What's going on?" Astrid asked, still in awe looking backwards.

Hiccup just smirked, which Astrid caught. "This is why we are the undisputed kings of the sky. Here, we are unmatched. No other dragon can reach this speed without magic, only Toothless. This is the speed of the gods, beyond words, beyond sound," he said grandly.

Astrid hunkered down, trying to reduce the whip of the wind. Her wards protected her from such things normally, but at this speed, they did little more than dull them. She felt Hiccup's magic also protecting them, shielding them from the full assault of the wind. Her mind turned to what would come when they reached the fortress, what had happened to Sigrid, would she be alive? Would she be one of _them_?

Astrid recognized one of the stone spires, moments before it was destroyed, that marked that they were close to the canal that led into the second cavern. Hiccup and Toothless showed no signs of slowing down. Suddenly, they veered off to the right, and sped forward even more, if such a thing was even possible. "Hiccup!" Astrid exclaimed as they sped towards the solid stone wall in front of them. She didn't have time to say anything more before they crashed into it. Or, through it, as was the case.

Astrid blinked as her vision was clouded by stone brown for a moment before clearing and being back to the luminous sapphire and emerald glow of Toothless and Hiccup. A few short seconds later, Toothless began to slow his pace. Just as they approached the fortress, the roar and fury of the wind returned as whatever force that had been behind them passed them by and continued on its way, buffeting the fortress with its rage. "Toothless, watch her and keep her safe. I'll be back in a moment," Hiccup instructed, before hopping off the saddle and falling into the courtyard below.

Astrid wanted to follow him but knew she would only get in the way, and at the behest of Toothless, stayed seated in the saddle. The changed dwarves in the courtyard focused their attention on the new intruder, before opening their maws and screeching, and then charging at Hiccup, weapons drawn.

Astrid's heart pounded in her chest as they descended upon Hiccup, who made no move to defend himself or draw All-slayer. His gait was calm and level as he walked towards the doors that led into the fortress, and when he was ten feet from the doors, the dwarves finally reached him, only to find nothing in his place

Hiccup had slowly melded into the floor of the courtyard, nearly as short as a dwarf with the majority of legs inside the stone. In the next moment, before their weapons could swing, he was gone completely. The dwarves stood, staring at the place he had disappeared, not sure what to do. Eventually they wailed and went back to their posts, looking out at the underground sea with unseeing eyes.

"You must never tell anyone what you just witnessed," Toothless warned Astrid. Astrid nodded her head and moved to get a better view of the fortress as Toothless glided in the darkness far above and out of sight of the watch.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Far below the fortress, Hiccup walked out of a wall into a giant room with three passages running off into three different directions. He looked at the three, remembering the map that he had seen on the captain's ship, and set for the middle, northern passage. If he remembered correctly, that is where the prisoners were being kept. It took him all of two minutes to navigate the winding halls of the passage until he came into a large room with thousands of dwarves strapped into devices.<p>

Hiccup looked over the prisoners, looking for Sigrid, before taking a single step forward. His advance was halted by a long crimson blade held horizontal to his throat. Hiccup turned his head and beheld his enemy, a tall fire giant. "This is the second Aesir I've caught sneaking in here today. Are you their friend perhaps?" the giant asked sarcastically.

Hiccup and the fire giant locked eyes, emerald against ruby. The veins in Hiccup's eyes throbbed. If looks could kill, the fire giant would have burst into flame and turned to ash. "What…" the fire giant muttered as he tried to draw his gaze from Hiccup, and failed. The fire giant's world shrunk until it the only thing he could see was Hiccup's eyes boring into his very soul. The fire giant couldn't move, couldn't speak, couldn't think. His world was drowning in emerald.

In the next moment, he was free again. His freedom was short lived, however, as Hiccup's body twisted in an inhuman movement, breaking his spine, and falling to all fours. The face that stared back at the fire giant was not that of a human, but that of a dragon. The only constant; the eyes. The same emerald, soul piercing eyes. The fire giant recoiled, taking a defensive stance and holding his blade at the ready. "What pit of Hel did you crawl out of, demon?" the fire giant roared in challenge.

The dragon crouched and slowly padded forward, snarling with razor sharp fangs on full display. The fire giant retreated, hiding behind one of the dwarves, before shooting a bolt of blood-red lightning at the nearest controller, urging his creations to life. The corrupted dwarves stood as their restraints burst off, awaiting their master's orders. "Kill this beast," the fire giant spat, pointing at the dragon.

The dwarves stood, motionless, not following the command. "What are you dullards waiting for!" the fire giant barked, pointing at the dragon with his sword. The dwarves turned their backs on the dragon and looked to their master before they, too, twisted and convulsed, dropping to all fours and turning into dragons as well.

"What in Loki's name-" the fire giant cursed, before a clutch of dragons pounced on him. Their fangs sunk deep into the fire giant's flesh, tearing muscle from bone. The dragons formed from dwarves rushed their former master, eager to consume him. Sickening crunches were heard throughout the room as bones were snapped and flesh rended. The fire giant swung his sword with his remaining good arm, determined to cut the beasts down, but found that for every dragon he slew, two more took its place. In a last ditch effort, he reached for his magic, intending to turn them to ash.

"_Burn in the fires of mine ancestors,_" he roared, commanding his fire magic to burst to life. Nothing happened. The fire giant's eyes widened in terror as he felt his magic fizzle and fail. Standing above him, with the same piercing emerald eyes, was Hiccup in dragon form. The fire giant only had a second to react before his maw was over the giant's head, crushing his skull and sending a spray of blood and spinal fluid across the floor.

The veins in Hiccup's forehead popped as he watched the fire giant lay on the floor, convulsing, and then stilling. "You're not even worth dirtying my blade over," Hiccup said darkly before continuing on his search for Sigrid.

It took him nearly five minutes to find her, strapped into an amalgam of machinery and magic. With a wave of his hand, her restraints broke, and he gently lifted the crown from her head. Sigrid stared into the distance, looking at nothing, with unseeing eyes. Her skin was pale, slightly blue if not gray. Hiccup cursed and scooped her up into his arms, holding her as if she was a child, and making his way back to the entrance of the room. Before making his way up, he turned and raised his palm, and a bolt of sickly emerald arced forward and caught the wires dangling from the ceiling. There was a loud chorus of boots contacting rock as thousands upon thousands of dwarves stood, ready to heed his command.

"In ten minutes, kill yourselves. That is all," Hiccup commanded, before turning on his heel and running back up the winding hall. It took him five minutes to make his way back through the halls, up the stairs of the main room, and back through the fortress and into the courtyard. Outside, hundreds of dwarves stood, staring at the sky. Underneath their iron helmets, a faint emerald glow could be seen.

Toothless swept down from his hiding spot, Astrid on his back shedding tears of happiness at the sight of Sigrid. Hiccup passed Sigrid to Astrid and then leapt onto Toothless' saddle before the four of them took the skies, leaving the dark fortress far behind them. The flight back to Steinn'garor was slow, on account of not wanting Sigrid's condition to deteriorate even more than it already was.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup kneeled before the king, alone, with his advisors at his shoulder. Astrid had elected to stay with Sigrid and oversee her treatment. Ragnarr had spared no expense, calling in healers from every corner of Nidavellir and even some beyond, to heal his daughter's broken mind.<p>

"Your majesty," Hiccup hailed.

"Vrangr," the king replied jovially, "it seems I owe you a debt once more, we all do."

"Just doing my duty, your majesty," Hiccup said, bowing his head.

"Still, I must ask, if you were not forced by the King's Hammer girl going missing, what was your plan? I must admit I had my doubts when you declined to see the matter to the end," the king said.

Hiccup glanced up and smirked. "I could not act because I did not fully trust your advisors," Hiccup said simply.

The king's mood turned sour instantly. "Explain yourself," he asked, not in anger, but in curiosity.

Hiccup turned his head from where he was kneeled and glared at chief Ginnar. "It was difficult to work with your majesty in this matter because chief Ginnar of the Dreyrugr was behind the disappearances," he said.

Ginnar blanched and took a step backwards, his heart thundering in his chest. The king gave Ginnar a sideways glance before returning his attention to Hiccup. "You are sure of this?" was all he said.

"Yes, your majesty. I knew that one of the chiefs was responsible for or assisting in the disappearances, but I did not know who until I infiltrated the fortress myself. There, it became clear, that the Dreyrugr were behind the disappearances," Hiccup explained.

The king cast a dark glance at Ginnar, who was now several paces behind his fellow chiefs. Finally succumbing to his fear, Ginnar turned and fled for the entrance of the throne room. He only got three steps before Hiccup was upon him, sword drawn, and cutting him down.

Hiccup cleaned the gore from All-slayer before giving the king a look. The king nodded in thanks in response. "Send warriors to fetch every member of the Dreyrugr. I want all of them, not a single one missing. Act as if nothing is out of the ordinary, and then jail them. Their executions will be set for a month from now," the king commanded his chiefs who scurried out of the room to fulfil their king's command.

"I thank you for your service, Vrangr. I will notify the order that you performed admirably," the king said, waving his hand in dismissal. Hiccup bowed, paying his respects, and left the throne room, leaving the king to his scheming.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"Hey, Sigrid," Astrid said, sitting in a chair next to an ornate bed. In her hand was Sigrid's own as the dwarf lay slumbering.<p>

"We did it, well not me, more like you and Hiccup, really," Astrid continued on, wiping a tear from her eye that had begun to form.

"The healers say they can't find anything wrong with you, but I swear, no matter how long it takes, I'll figure out a way to cure you," Astrid said, squeezing her hand reassuringly.

Astrid scrambled to wipe the tears from her eyes as she heard a knock at the door. A moment later, Hiccup walked into the room. "Astrid, I thought I'd find you here," he said as cheerfully as he could.

Astrid just nodded, still watching over Sigrid. "Is there nothing we can do for her?" Astrid asked, a hint of hope in her voice.

Hiccup considered his words carefully before answering. "I don't know. Her mind was shattered by whatever experiments they performed on her. If we had gotten there any later, she probably would have been too far gone. We can only hope that, in time, we find a cure," he responded quietly. Astrid considered his words, the two of them falling into a comfortable silence.

"Come on," Hiccup said cheerfully, jumping to his feet, "let's spar. It'll take your mind of things and you've missed several days of training due to your little escapade."

Astrid smiled sheepishly before standing and following after him, determined to save Sigrid if it was the last thing she would ever do.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><em>And, in the blink of an eye, two years passed.<em>

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Hey guys, little late with this chapter. I was just really unhappy with this chapter for some reason, I get that way sometimes. Anyway, considering this is a weekly fic, and that this chapter was over 15k words in length (about double the size of my normal chapters), I hope you guys will enjoy it. In this chapter, we wrap up a lot of loose ends revolving around Nidavellir. It is likely that the next chapter will be the last chapter in the Nidavellir arc before we transition over to Alfheim. This is the first of many time skips this story will experience as we tell the tale of Hiccup and Astrid.

Regarding Sigrid, I got a lot of people saying that, yes, I should make her a rider. Some of you were concerned she would be Hiccup's apprentice and act as a third wheel and I can safely put those concerns to rest: if Sigrid becomes a rider, she will have her own master and not travel with Hiccup and Astrid. That was never my intention from the start, I guess I should have explained that more clearly. **This is your last chance to decide Sigrid's fate!**

On a more positive note, this story has passed 30k views! I honestly didn't think I had so many already, but apparently, I do. This website has a lot of really cool analytics if anyone is interested in data. A big thanks to all my readers and reviewers, you guys gave me the inspiration to keep writing passed the first three chapters I had roughly outlined in the beginning.

There was a disturbing lack of Hiccup in this chapter which I apologize for. The Nidavellir arc mainly focusses on Astrid and her growth, while the Alfheim arc will focus on Hiccup and Astrid's growing friendship and eventual romance. After that, we'll really see them come into their own element as the main characters. I know one reviewer mentioned s/he didn't know who the main character was, and well, it's _supposed _to be Hiccup _and_ Astrid. We just haven't got that far yet. It's coming, I promise.

Speaking of Hiccup, we saw some more of his magic at the end of this chapter, including advanced, practical use of illusion magic. His magic that he used to infiltrate the fortress is actually his second talent, which is unique in that you cannot be born with it nor can you learn it in any way, unless you meet a specific set of conditions which allow you to unlock the magic. I'll leave you guys to theorize what it is in the reviews.

I threw in something I've been wanting to write since the beginning of this story; supersonic flight. I tried describing it as best I could whilst remaining largely scientifically accurate. Night Fury's are the only dragon which can naturally surpass the speed of sound, not even Skrills can match them. Other dragons can, however, by use of magic, travel faster than sound, but it is extremely taxing on their reserves of magic to do so.

I've decided to start giving my chapters each unique names. I'm not sure if I like this practice yet but we'll see. I'll slowly go back and edit the previous chapters to have their own names over time to match the newer chapters. Let me know how you guys like the new naming convention.

So some of you were confused about Loki's ring in the previous chapter, hopefully this clears things up. Hiccup is most definitely not Loki in disguise. A little backstory about Loki's ring; it was made by the former chief of the Men'skapari, Ljufa's grandmother. The ring itself is a legendary weapon which was a gift to Loki when he was still loyal to Asgard by Odin. Legendary 'weapon' is kind of a misnomer, as not all legendary weapons are actually weapons. They come in many forms, jewellery, armor, actual weapons, even animals (we'll see one of these in the Alfheim story!). It was enchanted by him after it's forging to act as a sort of conduit for his powers, making his magic stronger. He used the ring and his newfound power to begin Ragnarok and the war has been fought ever since. The ring is why he is one of the most feared beings in the universe, for it strengthens his already innately powerful illusions and allows them to become reality.

The spell Astrid used to survey the wreckages was one of the 'forbidden' types of magic, a precursor to necromancy. It's purpose was to seek out any living being and return a signal to the caster informing them of their location. A sort of echo location for a pulse, if you will. We have actually seen this branch of magic before, back in chapter 6, when Hiccup put Tantrum's dragon out of it's misery. Most immortals have wards cast about them to prevent such spells from affecting them. Actual necromancy is incredibly rare, a talent not seen but once in an age. It is unlikely we will see it during the story, but it may or may not appear later if I can work it into a character.

Only two new names in this chapter! "Rauor" or "red," and "Rooinn," or "reddened." This was the name of the Snafflefang hatchling in the nest. No significance in him getting a name, just some more backstory.

**As usual, thanks for reading, and please leave a review!**

**- Musica**


	13. All Is Fair in Love and War

**A/N:** I've never replaced a chapter before, so readers who have already read this chapter, nothing major was changed! No need to re-read. There's a small tidbit in the A/N at the bottom explaining what changed. Apologies if you got spammed.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>A blur of silver and gold whirled past Hiccup, followed by a powerful open palmed strike to his abdomen that sent him flying backwards into the stone wall of the training arena. His eyes widened and then he burst into a million spheres of emerald light, fading to nothing.<p>

Two more Hiccups materialized out of thin air and charged at their enemy from behind, fast as lightning, their twin blades of midnight arcing for her neck and ribs. Astrid turned once more into a blur of silver and gold, her hair flowing behind her like a stream of water, as she deftly dodged each swing of All-slayer. The swing of Hiccup's sword was faster than the human eye, the blade invisible in the air, only the hilt remained slow enough to register. Despite the speed of his attacks, Astrid's eyes flickered back and forth, tracking every minute motion they made, her enhancement magic giving her sight only matched by a dragon.

Seeing their assault bested, the two Hiccups charged, heedless of the danger, crossing into Astrid's range. They paid for it with their lives as Astrid swung her adamantite axe, cutting them in two near the waist, so fast that a gust of wind buffeted the arena, sending sand into the air above. Another Hiccup materialized behind her as the first two burst into emerald light. He pushed his advantage and shot forth in a vicious jab, aiming to impale Astrid from behind.

Astrid narrowly dodged, a quick flurry of back steps allowing her to miss the blade by an inch. The Hiccup that had lunged at her paid a heavy price, a knee to the jaw so powerful that it decapitated him, sending him to the afterlife in an eruption of emerald light. "Almost there," Astrid thought to herself, calming her nerves. With the brief intermission, Astrid focused all her energy on trying to calm the storm that was her arcane energy in order to break the illusion and attack the real Hiccup.

She didn't have long to work on undoing his magic. Four Hiccup's sprang to life, one ahead and behind her, and one to each of her sides, effectively blocking her in. Astrid focused on defense as they began their assault, all at once. Their attacks appeared to move at a snail's pace in her eyes, darting between each illusion and then back again. Enhancement magic, Astrid discovered, could be used to enhance more than just your strength and speed. Your eyesight, your hearing, your sense of smell, even how fast you could think, if you really pushed it to the limits. Even against four very strong, very deadly Hiccups, she could hold her own.

Astrid twirled her axe in her hands, delivering small strikes to the edge of the illusion's swords, stealing the power of their swings, rendering them harmless. She could have capitalized on their opening, but the spar would never end that way. Instead, she focused on putting the bare minimum into defense and turned her concentration on calming her inner pool of arcane energy to dispel the illusion.

The four Hiccups continued their relentless assault, never giving Astrid a chance to breathe. After three minutes of walking the knife's edge, barely keeping the illusions at bay, Astrid finally located the source of the disruption in her arcane energy. She smirked and renewed fighting the illusions with vigor, waiting for the perfect opportunity to dispel the illusion and attack the real Hiccup. If she was lucky, it would be her first victory in their three years of training. There were very few things she would have liked more than beating him, just once, at their daily, almost ritualistic, spar.

Well, that was a lie. There was a lot of things she wanted more. Sigrid to recover from her wounds, to be knighted by the Order, to visit Berk and her family and friends again, to tell Hiccup how she really felt about him. Many things. Astrid dispatched two of the illusions in one swift swing of her axe, before dispelling another with a hard kick to the temple. The last Hiccup raised his guard, to little avail, as Astrid dispelled him with a stomp to the foot and a hard jab in the neck with the head of her axe.

Immediately after the last illusion dissipated, she felt the telltale signs that Hiccup, the real one, was preparing to cast another illusion to test her. This was the moment she was waiting for, when he was focussed on building his illusionary world, when he wasn't focused on keeping her in the illusion. In an instant she calmed her inner pool of energy and the illusionary world shattered, revealing Hiccup perched on the lip of the training arena, focussing on casting his illusion.

Before he could move, before he could blink, before he could think, Astrid was upon Hiccup, her axe swung back, holding it by the fabric attached to the pommel that allowed her to attack with unmatched range. Hiccup's eyes widened as he realized he was caught. Astrid's axe appeared a gust of silver as it thundered towards him. Before he could react to defend himself, the axe plunged itself into the rock he was sitting on between his legs, dangerously close to making him a eunuch. Hiccup looked from the axe to Astrid, and then back to the axe again, and then back to Astrid once more.

Astrid smirked in victory before yanking on the cloth and retrieving her axe, holding it over her shoulder arrogantly. She walked over to him, a spring in her step, a wide grin plastered on her face. "I win," she sing-songed.

Hiccup just grinned maniacally before he burst into a shower of emerald light. Astrid cursed under her breath, drawing her axe and assuming a stance once more before examining her inner arcane energy with more scrutiny. "Everything is as it should be, perfectly normal, so why am I still in the illusion?" Astrid thought in the confines of her mind, hoping that Stormfly would answer her. She didn't. The illusion world Hiccup built inhibited telepathy.

Astrid didn't have long to ponder where she went wrong before she heard a woman yell a warcry. She turned faster than the eye could follow and raised her axe to block a vicious attack from a large warhammer. Sigrid smirked in response before baring her full strength upon her warhammer, causing the rock beneath Astrid's feet to crack. Astrid leapt back, getting distance between the two of them, before Sigrid charged once more.

Astrid's face turned a slight shade of red, not from embarrassment, but from anger. Faster than she ever had, she swung her axe with one hand, and cleaved the illusionary Sigrid in half from head to toe, her axe burying itself in the sand sending tremors across the training arena.

"Enough," she commanded sternly. A moment later, the illusionary world shattered, for real this time, and Hiccup appeared standing on the lip of the training arena opposite of Astrid.

"You're as frighteningly strong as ever in combat, but you still need to work on your emotional conditioning more. You should be able to cut down whoever is in your path, be it friend or family," Hiccup said, evaluating her performance.

"Even you?" Astrid replied sarcastically.

"Judging by how easily you kill the illusions of me, I'd say it doesn't bother you that much," Hiccup responded before offering her a hand to get out of the arena. Astrid considered what it would be like if she really did kill, or harm, Hiccup. The thought revolted her. She wouldn't let that come to pass.

"I still don't like this new training," Astrid commented, referring to the continued 'emotional conditioning' that all riders were put through, to ensure they were mentally stable for war. They were supposed to be peacekeepers, not executioners.

"You'll get used to it, everyone does," Hiccup said as he started to walk towards Toothless for their after training flight that Astrid and Stormfly now joined them on.

The two years since they had arrived on Nidavellir had been good to them, and the realm. Hiccup was much the same as he appeared when Astrid first met him, though he had let his hair grow back to its usual length, falling to his shoulders in some areas. The one change, however, that Astrid did not anticipate, was that his ears had grown. His ears! When he had first arrived on Berk you could hardly tell they were pointed unless you were looking closely, now they were several inches longer and protruded from his messy auburn hair.

Between the two of them, Astrid had changed the most, by far. She was in excellent shape before she left Berk, and now she was even more so after years of intensive training. All baby fat had been erased, leaving only lean muscle in its place. She even discovered muscles that she wasn't aware of possessing, brought out and strengthened by her training and frequent flights with Stormfly. Her golden hair, which had previously hung to her shoulder blades, now fell to her buttocks, most of her mornings were spent trying to tame it into something that resembled a braid. She had lost the light tan that she had from Berk, on account of the lack of direct sunlight. It was therefore, she decided, that flying outside the city was her favorite way to spend her free time since Sigrid had been bedridden.

The realm, as a result of their prolonged stay on world, benefited from a drop in crime and increased stability. The old Dreyrugr had largely purged, and a new chief and clan members had been recruited. They had suffered from some discrimination, as the memories of the clan's betrayal were still fresh, but the new chief was determined to change the image of his new clan. The new Dreyrugr were honest and fair, and corruption was dealt with quickly and harshly. The streets were safer with the new Dreyrugr on patrol and the prisons more humane. The chiefs quickly found a respect for the reborn clan and integrated its chief into their inner circle willingly.

The king had launched his own investigation into the fortress in the underground seas, sending a battalion of the royal army to secure the area. They had found little more than rubble, as if it was purged by fire. There were no bodies to recover from the fortress, even after considerable excavation. The king, in the end, assumed that Hiccup and Toothless had laid waste to the enemies of the crown during the rescue of Sigrid and officially closed investigation on the matter, instead focussing on the governing of his kingdom.

"So," Astrid asked telepathically once they had left the ground, "how did you keep the illusion going even after I managed to dispel it?"

Hiccup just grinned ever so slightly. "Did you really dispel it, or did I simply allow you to think that you had dispelled it?" he asked in response.

Astrid just grumbled to herself. "I'll figure out your trick one day, you know. And next time I might not miss," she said seriously.

Hiccup just chuckled to himself. "Tell you what, I'll teach you a new magic of your choice, if that will appease you," he said.

"I'll hold you to it," Astrid responded. Once the words left her mouth, Hiccup and Toothless increased their speed and left her and Stormfly behind.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid grumbled to herself as she and Stormfly touched back down at Ragnarr's estate. As much as she hated to admit it, Hiccup and Toothless were unbeatable in the sky. Try as they might, Stormfly would never, could never, be as fast as Toothless. "Perhaps one day you could weave a spell that allows us to catch up with them," Stormfly cooed, trying to calm her rider.<p>

"Maybe," Astrid said, thinking over the possibility. Such a spell would be incredibly taxing, almost surely not worth using unless in a life or death situation.

Astrid pushed aside the tapestry that acted as a door between the balcony and her room before promptly leaving and walking down the hall. When she had first arrived on Nidavelir, the palace was a maze of rooms that she didn't think she would memorize. After two years of living there, however, Astrid knew the palace like the back of her hand. The room she was heading for was on the third floor on the western side, the best spot in the palace for at rare times during the day, natural sunlight caught the room from the crevice that was the entrance to the city.

Astrid knocked on the door, more out of respect than need, and entered. Laying on a four-poster bed, eyes closed, was Sigrid. Astrid pulled up a chair beside the bed, as she normally did, before observing her friend. Sigrid's condition had waned over the years, to the point where the healers thought she would pass soon. Her skin was deathly pale, a far cry from the normal bronze color the rest of the dwarves wore. If you looked closely, you could even see the faint outlines of blue that were her veins. Her body, previously layered in muscle, had now deteriorated from disuse to the point where she looked like an underfed human child.

Astrid had, with the help of Hiccup, taken up study of the healing arts. Hiccup himself had plenty of experience in that field of magic, on account healing Toothless' tailfin. Progress was slow when compared to her training in enhancement magic, but it was steady nonetheless. Astrid had spent many sleepless nights, long after the lamps of the city were extinguished, searching for a way to repair Sigrid's broken mind. The healers could find no reason that she would not wake, but Astrid knew, she had seen the horrors that were constructed in that fortress. Whatever that fire giant had done to the dwarves, it destroyed their minds and replaced them with something easy to control. Hiccup had saved her before the process could be completed, but the damage was done.

"Hey, Sig," Astrid said softly, squeezing Sigrid's hand as she slumbered.

"Still no progress yet on a cure. I've been reading a book recently that discusses the possibility of repairing severe brain damage using a combination of enhancement magic and potions, and I think with my talent, I might be able to whip something up that'll get you back into shape," Astrid whispered resolutely.

"Other than that, things have been pretty normal. Still haven't beaten Hiccup in a spar yet, although he has to use illusions now instead of fighting himself. Coward. He knows I'd wipe the floor with him if he ever got in the ring himself. Still haven't been able to tell him about my feelings," at this, Astrid looked around the room to make sure no one had heard her before continuing, "You'd probably laugh, it's been two years now with no progress. I guess I needed your teasing to have the guts to admit it."

"Hiccup says we'll be leaving soon, for Alfheim. He says my training should be complete soon but that the elves are restless and preparing for something big. It'll probably be my last test before being knighted. I probably won't see you for awhile after we leave, but I promise, once I'm knighted I'll return here as often as I can. Of course, I won't stop searching for a cure. I'll find a way to heal you, no matter what. You saved my life, and I have a long life ahead of me to repay that debt," Astrid said, squeezing Sigrid's hand again before blinking away the tears that had begun to form.

Astrid heard a soft thump from above her, figuring it was Hiccup and Toothless returning from their flight, wherever they had disappeared off to. "I'll talk to you later, Sig," Astrid said, giving her hand one more squeeze before letting go and putting her chair back at its desk.

Astrid went looking for Hiccup, wanting to ask him about some of the ideas she had for the potion she was going to make. As she turned around a corner of the hall, she ran straight into him. "Oh," Hiccup said, "there you are. I've been looking for you. Come with me, we need to talk with Ragnarr."

Astrid swallowed whatever she had been about to say and nodded, following after Hiccup as they made their way to the great hall in the center of the palace. It was evening and the dwarves of the King's Hammer clan would be sitting down for their nightly meal. Hiccup pushed open the large double doors, Astrid following close behind him, and entered a hall full of dwarves. At the sight of their guests, a hail of cheers rang out, following by the banging of tankards on tables. Hiccup and Astrid nodded and waved, greeting some of the dwarves they knew by name, which was quite a considerable number. Two years gave them a lot of time to become acquaintances with most of the clan.

Hiccup and Astrid found Ragnarr and Magnhildr sitting at the head of a long table at the front of the room. They pulled out two chairs, directly across from them, and sat down. A small army of servants scurried forward to fulfill their order, whatever that might be. The strange dwarven cuisine had grown on Astrid during her stay on the realm and she had no problem eating whatever was being served to the rest of the dwarves. Hiccup had a loaf of sweet bread and a tangy orange fruit that only grew on Nidavellir.

Ragnarr and Magnhildr greeted the two riders, exchanging pleasantries. Their relationship had been friendly, but strained, since Sigrid had fallen ill. Hiccup's food arrived first, requiring no cooking or preparation. Another plus of his diet, he had explained to her. She still found it weird. He took a sip of dwarven mead before speaking what he had really came here to discuss. "We'll be leaving for Alfheim tomorrow," he said simply, as if it wasn't something important.

Astrid's breath caught in her chest. So soon. Ragnarr looked up over his own food at Hiccup, sensing there was more to be said. "I'd like to take Sigrid with us, if possible," he added.

Ragnarr slowly chewed his food as he considered the proposition. "Why?" he asked simply.

"The Sky Celebration will take place in roughly two weeks from now. I hope that she would find her bonded dragon at the celebration, rare as it may be," Hiccup explained.

"Why?" Ragnarr asked again.

Hiccup considered how much he wanted to explain about the bonding process for riders. "Are you familiar with how the bond between rider and dragon works?" he opted to ask, instead. Ragnarr shook his head.

"When a rider and a dragon bond, it is more than just tethering one mind to another. Such a thing could never be considered a true bond. Such a bond would never hold. No, instead, when a bond is formed, powerful, ancient magic is at work. It breaks the mind, shattering it into a million pieces, and then reforges it. It does this to both rider and dragon, and when the minds are reforged, one piece is swapped. Part of the dragon's mind is inserted into the rider's, and part of the rider's into the dragon's. This new piece acts as an adhesive, holding the mind together," Hiccup explained.

"I believe that if she bonded with a dragon, the process of bonding would cure her of whatever ails her mind now. It would reforge her broken mind anew, healing her," he said finally, explaining the plan. Astrid was hopeful, despite the overwhelming odds.

"The odds of her finding her bonded dragon are infinitely small," Ragnarr countered as he took a sip of mead from his tankard.

Hiccup sighed. "What I am about to tell you, I tell you because I trust you, and that you would not reveal a secret of the Order. Being a rider is… not a rarity, but a certainty. Every person, without exception, has a bonded dragon, we theorize. The problem arises in that a rider and their dragon are rarely born on the same realm, or even in the same time. A bonded dragon could be born and die a hundred thousand years before its rider and that would be the end of that. Riders are rare because we are the few who are born in the right place, at the right time. If Sigrid's dragon is alive, the best chance we have at finding it is on Alfheim during the Sky Celebration," Hiccup said, explaining one of the secrets of the Order. Astrid marvelled at the ramifications of such a theory.

Ragnarr sat in thought, staring at his food. "Very well," he said after a several minutes of silence, "but I would like to accompany you. What would happen should she be chosen?"

Hiccup breathed a sigh of relief. "She would be taken in by the order, and after she has fully healed, be assigned to a master to be trained until she is ready for the trials of knighthood. After that, she will be free to do whatever she pleases until called upon by the Order to fulfill her duties," he explained.

Ragnarr considered his options and found that he would rather trust in Hiccup than the healers he had called upon. It was worth trying. Ragnarr shared a small look with his wife before the both of them nodded and returned to their meal. Hiccup quickly finished his own food before excusing himself and returning to his room. Astrid stayed behind, enjoying a rather strange looking shellfish that was native to the realm, before following after him an hour later.

Astrid stopped in front of Hiccup's door and knocked on it twice, lightly. If she had learned anything the past few years, it was that Hiccup had sensitive hearing. She didn't need to bang on the door to get his attention. "It's open," Hiccup said, his voice drifting in from outside.

Astrid walked through his room, not sparing a look around despite wanting to, and made for the balcony. Hiccup was standing next to Toothless on the balcony, overlooking the city, lazily scratching the giant black dragon's chin. "Hey," Astrid greeted him softly. The dying lamps of the city began to dim, casting a candle-esque glow over them.

"Hey," Hiccup responded, lost in thought.

Astrid spared a quick look out of the corner of her eye at Hiccup before immediately looking away. Stormfly stirred from her sleeping spot and cooed in amusement. Astrid cleared her throat. "So, I was thinking about that magic lesson you promised me," she said cheerily.

Hiccup just inclined his head to show that he had heard her. "Can you summon a familiar spirit?" she asked.

Hiccup glanced at her and quirked an eyebrow. "Of course, who do you think I am?" he jested.

Astrid just ignored him. "Can you teach me? Not that I would ever need, or want, another companion other than Stormfly, but I'm interested," she continued on with her request.

Hiccup gave Toothless one final scratch before the dragon waddled over to his side of the balcony and curled up in a ball to go to sleep, leaving Hiccup to teach Astrid. "A familiar spirit isn't the same as a normal spirit. It's impossible to summon a soul from the Realm Eternal, but there are entities like spirits that inhabit a special realm, one of the ones we mortals cannot walk. We call it the Anima Mundi. They take the form of animals and respond to magic, coming to aid the ones who call them," Hiccup said, explaining the basic concept of familiar spirits, which he knew Astrid already knew.

"It's a common enough magic, but one that is difficult to perform for the first time. You have to know what animal best identifies with yourself before you can summon it, and so the best I can do is show you the ritual for the summoning. It will be up to you to actually find and summon your familiar," he continued on. Astrid nodded.

"For the first ritual, you'll need a small amount of your own blood. Hold it in the palm of your hand and focus on calling forth the spirit from Anima Mundi. This will form a contract between you and whichever spirit answers the call," Hiccup explained, holding out his cupped hand.

"Are there many spirits?" Astrid asked, interested in the nature of the 'contract'.

"As many as there are people," Hiccup answered.

Hiccup made sure she was paying attention before taking out a small knife and cutting the palm of his hand and gathering his magic to summon his own spirit familiar.

"_I call upon thee of the house Hrafn,_" Hiccup commanded in elvish, "_Valravn._"

An emerald light sprang from the small cut in Hiccup's hand and took the form of what appeared to be a small bird. Astrid watched in rapt fascination as the emerald light solidified. Perched on Hiccup's hand was a raven of the purest black. Astrid was sure that if there was no light, the raven would be indistinguishable from the shadows. The raven looked grizzled, as if it was in the process of dying, and sent a chill down her spine. The raven quirked its head and looked from Astrid, to Stormfly, to Toothless, and finally back to its master, Hiccup. It gave a loud squawk before Hiccup inclined his head and the raven turned back into emerald light and disappeared as if it had never been there in the first place.

"The blood wasn't really needed for my summoning but that is the jist of it. It will be difficult at first since you have to do the magic wordlessly, since you don't know what animal to call upon, but you should be able to figure it out in time," Hiccup explained, wiping the blood on his breeches.

Astrid just shuddered, trying to work the chill in her spine out of her system. "That was weird..." she managed to work out, shivering as she said the last word.

Hiccup just smiled at her. He knew what she meant. "You get used to it," was all he said.

Astrid withdrew a dagger from her boot and made a small cut on the palm of her hand, cupping it, and tapping into her reserves of magical energy. Wordless magic was not her forte, and always came to Astrid difficulty. She stood and focussed, willing her magic to bring forth her familiar spirit. After five minutes, nothing had happened, and Astrid was tense from focussing so much.

"Didn't think you'd get it on your first try," Hiccup commented as he watched the city inhabitants scurry home after the day's work.

Astrid ignored him and focussed again on producing her spirit. After another ten minutes, it became clear to the both of them that it wasn't going to work. "I'm going to get some rest. You can stay up and keep practising but remember we're leaving for Alfheim tomorrow," Hiccup said, yawning and going back to his room.

Astrid pouted a little but continued to try and summon her familiar for the next hour before giving up and retiring to her room. It was going to be a long day tomorrow, she was sure of that.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup staggered in from the balcony before collapsing on his bed, enjoying the softness of the mattress one last time before he would be returning to his home, his real home, sort of, on Alfheim. He rolled over onto his back and kicked his boots off, not bothering to undress himself. He wasn't concerned about comfort tonight anyway.<p>

Hiccup lay on his back, staring at the ceiling, before making up his mind and closing his eyes. The next moment, his eyes snapped open, and he was standing on a large sea of arcane energy, his own. The water was perfectly and eerily calm and was a light green color as translucent as glass, but despite its transparency, the bottom of the sea was not visible. Hiccup took a breath, on instinct more than need, and submerged himself into the water. He kicked his feet hard and found himself swimming with ease, before relaxing and letting out his breath and breathing deeply, adapting to the water.

Hiccup dove deeper and deeper, searching for the very core of his magical existence. Eventually the light began to fade and the water turned darker and darker until it was no longer possible to see in front of him. Despite the darkness, Hiccup had no fear. He had done the same thing many times before, and the shadows were his friends, not his foes. He knew the direction instinctually and continued follow his course.

After ten minutes of vigorous kicking, Hiccup finally spotted a small light in the darkness. A single bead of pure white, almost like a pearl, sat on the floor of the sea. Hiccup smirked in the darkness and headed for it. When he was but feet away, Hiccup reached out his hand and gingerly touched the pearl, before everything went white. The next moment, Hiccup opened his eyes again, and was once more gazing upon the Realm Eternal.

An endless expanse of white, perfect stone ran in every direction. So perfect was the stone that it appeared as if there was no stone at all, as if there was simply… white. Hiccup looked around, observing the landscape, before walking off in a random direction. There was nothing in sight, there never was. That would change soon.

Hiccup let his instincts guide his feet as his mind wandered, worrying about how he would deal with being back among his people once more. He was sure they would be angry that he had left so suddenly and then not returned for over three years. Hopefully the upcoming Sky Celebration would temper their anger.

Hiccup was drawn from his thoughts as he felt the _chill_. His head snapped up, looking around for its source. He found it, some ten feet behind him. A single figure stood, hooded and cloaked in black, taking raspy breaths. Every exhale sent a fine mist into the air, and Hiccup could see ice form at its feet as it stood still, examining the intruder. The robed figure was wispy, ethereal almost, in a dark sort of way. Dark fog took the place where its feet, hands, and face should have been. The figure took a single deep breath and Hiccup knew that it was time to move. He instantly bolted, sprinting forward faster than what was physically possible, not restrained by the concepts of the real. It felt like he was running in place but Hiccup knew he was covering ground, as the robed figure stumbled after him behind him.

Hiccup felt, more than heard, more of the robed figures join their brethren in the chase, trying to capture the intruder. Hiccup tried to ignore the bone chilling cold that was seeping into him and focused on letting his instincts take his feet where he needed to go. Moans of displeasure echoed across the white stone as the robed figures failed to catch their quarry. Hiccup smirked and increased his speed, before finding what he himself was hunting for.

He felt the familiar _weight_ and knew that he was here. His body, his being, always felt tired and heavy when he was here. Yet, here was where he needed to be. Hiccup let his head fall until he was looking at the ground and the weight eased. He continued his mad dash until he could no longer bare the weight and sunk to his knees, before continuing his journey by crawling on all fours. The robed figures moaning and wailing increased.

Hiccup didn't give up and continued forward, despite the strain. Eventually the weight increased to where he had to crawl on his belly, his head barely raised enough for his eyes to see in front of him. He pushed hard against the weight, willing himself to go even farther, until he finally saw something other than the infinite realm of white.

The _Step_. It was always here, always now, that he failed. A single vertical face of rock, barely taller than Hiccup was when he was laying on the ground, struck out of the infinite nothing. Hiccup ignored the robed figures, ignored the infinite nothing, ignored himself, ignored Toothless, ignored Astrid, and focussed everything on the _Weight_. He raged and fought, trying desperately, madly, to raised his head and look up. To see what this anomaly was, to know if his search was folly or destiny. The veins in Hiccup's neck and forehead popped and he grew red in the face as he tried to raise his head, to allow his eyes just one single glance of what lay beyond.

And, try as he might, he could never lift his head. As usual. The wailing and moaning and rasping increased in intensity until it sounded like thunder in his ears. Once more, he had failed. Hiccup felt the tug of Toothless, signaling that was all the time he had, before allowing his dragon to bodily pull his spirit from the afterlife.

Hiccup's eyes snapped open as he sat upright in his bed. His body was covered in cold sweat, his shirt and trousers soaked. He spared a quick glance outside and saw that the lanterns of the city were beginning to come to life.

It was time to go home.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup stifled a yawn as he bathed and dressed for his return to Alfheim. He decided to wear his dragonhide armor and official tabard. Hiccup stepped out of the entryway for the men's baths and saw a small contingent of servants scurrying to and fro carrying chests. From their weight, Hiccup guessed they were laden with belongings.<p>

The dwarven servants hustled out the front door, hoisting the chests high above their heads. Hiccup couldn't help but smile. They were treating this like a happy excursion, a break from their daily lives as royalty. They deserved it. Astrid popped out of a hallway near Hiccup, her hair still wet. She had also just finished her morning routine, dressed in fine clothes that the dwarves had gifted to her. Her old ones no longer fit comfortably with her new physique and they had worn out after two years of harsh training under Hiccup. "Morning," she greeted him, noting that he looked as impressive as ever in his knightly attire.

"Morning," Hiccup responded as he continued to observe the hustle and bustle of the dwarven servants.

"What are they up to?" Astrid asked, muttering a spell to dry the water from her hair.

"Packing the ship," Hiccup responded. A portly dwarf servant rolled up to Hiccup and offered him and Astrid a cup of tea before joining her comrades in preparing for their masters departure.

"What ship?" Astrid asked, her curiosity piqued.

Hiccup smirked and gestured for her to follow him as he took a sip of the tea. Hiccup and Astrid made their way through the sea of servants and walked down the steps that led to the estate below. Astrid sucked in a gasp of breath as she beheld the 'ship.' Sitting on the estate grounds was, what could only be described as, a titanic galleon. From stem to stern it must have been over three hundred yards in length, with what seemed like fully grown trees as masts. An enormous amount of cloth made up the sails, and more curiously, the wings. Two pairs of wooden frames in the shape of wings stretched out from the port and starboard sides for several hundreds, if not thousands, of feet. Thick white cloth formed the membrane of the wings. All along the cloth, etched into the fabric, were runes.

"What is this…" Astrid asked.

"Well, for those unfortunate enough to not have a dragon, they've got to get around somehow. The dwarves import these ships, or families with riders craft them themselves. They're enchanted with magic and allow them to fly. They're quite expensive. I'd say Ragnarr's is the largest one on the realm, even grander than the king's," Hiccup said, explaining the ship, its origins, and functions to Astrid.

The steady stream of servants never faltered as they continued to bring out chests full of supplies out and loaded it onto the ship. Astrid was drawn from her reverie as Toothless and Stormfly dropped out of the sky, landing softly next to their riders. They continued to watch the servants for some time before the doors swung wide open. Ragnarr and Magnhildr stepped out, Sigrid held in her father's arms. Hiccup and Ragnarr shared a quick nod before Hiccup leapt into Toothless' saddle and Ragnarr made for the ship, his wife following quickly behind him. Astrid leapt, in a single bound, into Stormfly's own saddle. She had been quite proud when she could maintain her enhancement magic near constantly with enough power that she wasn't given away as a human. She could pass for an Aesir so long as no one bothered to look close enough.

The servants quickly departed from the ship, leaving only its crew of several tens of men onboard with Ragnarr, Magnhildr, and Sigrid. Hiccup coughed to clear his throat before speaking. "I'll guide you up to the gate," he said, his voice enhanced by magic to allow the entire crew to hear him, "the ship will go in first, followed by me and Astrid."

The crew responded by cheering, eager to be in the sky once more. Dwarves rarely travelled, especially offworld, and the sky ship rarely got to be taken out of the underground hangar. Hiccup and Astrid circled each other, and the ship, as they waited for final preparations to be completed. Astrid glanced at the side of the ship, and in giant red runes, saw its name. She had plenty of time to get used to the language of the dwarves, so much so that she was as fluent in it as she was in Norse, but she didn't know the name.

"Hiccup, what's the ship's name?" she asked, pointing to the runes.

Hiccup didn't even look at the runes. "It's an old proverb. It basically means the night is always darkest before the dawn," he said, not caring to explain the story behind it.

The runes on the ship began to glow a brilliant hue of blue, almost the color of the sky. "_The sky,_" Astrid thought. She desperately missed the open skies, and the sun. Nidavellir was great, a home away from home, but it was nothing compared to having the sky above you and the sea below. She missed Berk. Slowly, but surely, the ship lifted into the air. After ten minutes of hovering, the crew cheered, and the ship began to ascend quickly. Hiccup and Astrid took that as their cue and darted ahead, making sure the path was clear in the crevice.

Astrid observed Hiccup from behind as they flew and sighed. They were still much faster than her and Stormfly despite Stormfly growing quite substantially during the two years. She was now larger than any Nadder, but still much smaller than Toothless. Hiccup had explained it as bonded dragons not being limited in their growth. They grow as much as they want to and stop when they're comfortable. Astrid, in the back of her mind, knew Stormfly was trying grow larger for her sake. It warmed Astrid's heart.

The ship managed to exit the crevice without incident and picked up speed. Astrid looked behind them and saw the giant stone guardians of Steinn'garor. She remembered how long it would take to reach the World Gate, and that was by dragonback. It would take several more hours waiting for the ship. Astrid huffed and leaned back, cracking her back over the lip of the saddle before sitting up and laying down on Stormfly's neck, determined to get a little bit of sleep. As she closed her eyes, she caught the sight of Hiccup, and especially Toothless, looking very annoyed at their pace. She smirked and drifted off for a quick nap.

Astrid's next memory was of waking up to Stormfly nagging her to wake up and pay attention. They had reached the gate. The ship floated, lining up to fit through the gate. Despite the immensity of the ship, it was nothing but a drop in the bucket compared to the immensity of the World Gate, so the task was relatively simple. Hiccup and Toothless flew to the front of the group, before the World Gate, and Astrid knew he was about to open the gate. She and Stormfly quickly joined their masters.

Astrid watched with rapt attention as Hiccup closed his eyes and took a deep breath. A second later, she felt her hair stand on end as Hiccup began chanting in elvish, a steady torrent of arcane energy leaving him and flowing into the void of the gate. When Astrid had first witnessed him open the gate, back on Midgard, it had been only moderately more impressive than the other magic she had seen, but impressive none the less. Now that she knew more about magic, it was nothing short of legendary.

The sheer quantity of energy required to open the gate was truly staggering. Astrid couldn't imagine anyone, even the elders of the Order, could open the gate and not feel drained. But, more than that, it was Hiccup's energy that was truly amazing. He had the quantity, but also the quality. His energy was dense and the air crackled in the presence of the emerald light. His control was what Astrid admired most, though. Hiccup was a natural at fundamentally controlling arcane energy. He had to but will it and the energy responded to his call. Astrid had, long ago, discovered that Hiccup was a better spellcaster than he was a swordsman. Not that he was shabby in that area either.

After ten minutes of chanting the gate rumbled and the space between the ring began to glow every color imaginable. It was as breathtaking as the first time Astrid had laid eyes on it. Below her she could hear the dwarves in awe as well, even over the roar of the wind. Astrid spared a quick glance at Hiccup to make sure he was okay. He looked tired, but fine, so Astrid just grinned before looking away so he didn't catch her staring.

Hiccup motioned for the ship to move forward, the order relayed by watchmen sitting high in the crow's nest. The ship lurched forward before the bow disappeared into the light, following quickly by the rest of the ship. Hiccup nodded at Astrid and she flew forward, darting through the gate without hesitation. There wasn't a reason to fear travelling between the realms this time. Hiccup followed close behind her, and after a moment, the energy sustaining the gate died and left the skies of Nidavellir silent and dark.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid shielded her eyes as she exited the gate. The light was blinding, absolutely blinding. And blue, the light was blue. She blinked several times before muttering a short spell that would shield her eyes from the sun. After a few minutes, her vision recovered and she beheld Alfheim in all its glory.<p>

Everywhere, as far as the eye could see, was nothing but forest. The trees extended to the horizon forever. Looking up, Astrid saw thick, puffy white clouds, and above them, far, far in the distance, were two orbs of light, one blue, the other pale yellow. Hiccup and Toothless took the lead as the ship slowly inched forward. Stormfly flew lazily behind them, observing the wonders of Alfheim. They flew at a moderate pace for nearly an hour before Astrid notice _the tree_. It towered, hundreds of thousands of feet above them, even from this distance. It was a truly titanic tree that stretched from the ground below to the heavens above. Astrid felt Hiccup caress her mind, asking for entrance. "Miotvior," he said, "the capital of Alfheim."

Stormfly squawked at the tree, amazed at its enormity. Neither of them had ever seen anything so big. Nothing on Nidavellir prepared them to come face to face with the world tree. Astrid, finally managing to break her gaze from the tree, looked down and saw countless small clearings, with one large clearing near the base of the tree. Compared to the tree itself, the clearing wasn't even as large as a leaf, yet the entire dwarven ship, Hiccup and Toothless, and Astrid and Stormfly, could land in the clearing with plenty of room to spare. The sheer size was mind boggling.

The ship's timbers ached and creaked as it began its descent, the magic in the runes beginning to fade. Astrid and Stormfly darted under the ship, making sure it was safe to land, before joining Hiccup and Toothless at the front. The ship touched down first, both riders ensuring the landing went safely. The runes on the hull of the ship stayed alit, keeping it floated just above the grassy floor of Alfheim. Astrid and Stormfly landed next, dismounting eagerly, followed closely by Hiccup and Toothless.

The forest was eerily quiet as they landed. No birds chirped, no leaves rustled, no wind howled. It seemed entirely uninhabited, but Astrid could sense that it was teeming with powerful magic. Where were the elves? Hiccup dismounted Toothless and looked around the clearing. The dwarves began to lower gangplanks, allowing Ragnarr to disembark. He held his servants back, not wanting them to unload their chests of belongings just yet.

Astrid could hear a faint melody begin playing in some part of the forest, echoing through the trees. In the next moment, before she could draw her axe, two figures bolted from the forest towards Hiccup. They were upon him in an instant. Hiccup groaned as he was tackled to the ground, and more figures darted from the trees into the clearing. Astrid had her hand on the haft of her axe, ready to draw, but stopped when she saw who his assailants were. Children. Elven children. Hiccup picked himself off the ground as they began to giggle and cheer, "Myrkr'lae!" they squealed in excitement, dancing around him.

As if allowing their presence to finally be known. Elves began to descend from the trees. Countless hundreds of elves stood on the outskirts of the clearing, all armed. Astrid took in the sight of the first elves other than Hiccup that she had seen. They were a young people, appearing to not age past their late teens or early twenties. Their skin was the purest of white, and Astrid wondered how they didn't tan under the bright light of their planet's two suns. Their ears were their most distinguished trait, varying from elf to elf in length and pointedness. They all dressed in brilliant leafy greens, alabaster whites, and golden trimmed uniforms, very similar to what Hiccup had been wearing when he first returned to Berk. Most wielded long, ornate pikes, with leafy designs on the spearhead.

The children dancing around Hiccup began to sing, and the rest of the elves soon joined in on the song. The song was sung like a ballad, weaved with music, telling a tale, of which Astrid didn't know. Hiccup had given her books on elvish to study but it was harder to learn her third language than she thought.

The crowd around Hiccup dispersed, and the singing died down, as a small group of elves made their way to the center of the clearing to greet them. Ragnarr bustled from his spot next to Astrid and made his way over to Hiccup, weaving through the legs of elves as he went, which Astrid found most comical. The elves didn't seem to even notice the dwarf prince or his giant ship, they were entirely focussed on Hiccup.

Astrid suppressed a smirk and made her way over to Hiccup, Stormfly following close behind her, figuring that they were being welcomed by whoever was in charge. She was right, of course, oh so right.

A contingent of elves stood a few tens of feet away from Hiccup, at their lead, a beautiful young elf maiden with long pointed ears and flowing amber hair, almost honey-like in appearance. Her eyes were a piercing golden color which reminded Astrid more of an animal than a man. She wore a short skirt of emerald that came to her knees and a long sleeved white tunic with a leather jerkin. On her back was a bow of pure gold, unstrung, with no quiver, which Astrid considered odd but said nothing. All in all, she was the most beautiful woman Astrid had ever laid eyes upon, yet she had a fierceness about her that didn't make her seem like a damsel in distress. She could take care of herself. Astrid decided immediately she liked this elf.

When the group of elves were only a few feet away, a small smile graced the woman's lips before she jumped into Hiccup's arms, embracing him in a fierce hug. "Hiccup!" she squealed, her embrace more close than just a hug between friends.

"Auriel," Hiccup greeted.

Astrid's opinion of the elven woman dropped significantly.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

I decided I'd cut this chapter a little short since the last one was so long. This chapter mainly focussed on depicting how Hiccup and Astrid have changed over the past two years as well as introducing you to Alfheim. As such, there wasn't a lot of plot advancement here, but the eagle eyed among you will have noticed that something is going on on Alfheim. We'll see some of that next chapter… maybe.

**To clarify last chapter**, Hiccup cannot change physically into a dragon. That was an illusion that the fire giant witnessed, and even if Hiccup could, the dwarfs wouldn't have been able to as well. I tried to explain the illusion as best I could without outright saying it was an illusion, but some people were confused, so there it is. Illusion magic is frightenly powerful when wielded by someone who has a talent in it, as they can kill often just by willing their victim to die. The body cannot live without the mind, and killing with illusion magic is as simple as convincing the mind that it has died or that the body has suffered injury.

As a final note on the corrupted dwarves, one reason that Loki is so hated in all the realms is that he has a penchant for human experimentation. It is difficult for someone like him to gain loyal followers willingly, so he often stoops to making them instead. This has, in return, diminished his recruitment even further. This will have long lasting ramifications in the story once his 'children' are introduced. Those of you familiar with Norse mythology have something to look forward to.

**So I owe you guys an apology.** I did something really unprofessional that I promised myself I wouldn't do, or try not to do, during writing, and that is editing a chapter after posting it. I had originally intended for Hiccup's familiar to be a snake, however a user recommended me a familiar for Astrid so I spent half an hour taking animal spirit quizzes answering them like Astrid would, seeing what I could find. In the process, I also did one for Hiccup, and one of his was a raven. I was like, huh, that really fits with my OC/AU version of him. During the process of looking for mythological ravens I stumbled upon the Valravn and thought it was perfect. So, I have edited the chapter and removed the part with the snake and replaced it with a raven. Sorry!

We saw one new type of magic, familiar spirit magic, which summons an animal spirit to aid the caster from the realm of Anima Mundi. There are many realms, more than the nine main ones we will be exploring, however not all of them are inhabitable or hospitable to mortals. Anima Mundi is one of them. Hiccup's familiar is the Valravn, which stems from Danish for "the raven of the slain." Danish mythology, which takes from Old Norse mythology, states that ravens who feasted on the bodies of kings who were not given the proper funeral rights. The raven who ate the king's heart became a Valravn and gained mystic powers, such as the ability to transform its body and lead people astray by corrupting them. Nothing too big here, just adding in more magic. What familiar should Astrid eventually find for herself?

The elven children called Hiccup "Myrkr'lae" which is roughly translated as "the bane of darkness." Hiccup is somewhat of a celebrity for his part in the crusade against the dark elves.

On the last note… player 2 has entered the game! How will Astrid handle her rival? Auriel is the crown princess of the elven royal family, first in line to the throne. Her name comes from Latin, which means 'golden.'

**So yeah, hope you guys enjoyed, thanks for reading, please leave a review!**

- Musica


	14. Hope and Disappointment

"Hiccup!" Auriel squealed, jumping into his arms and hugging him closely.

"Auriel," Hiccup replied in greetings, stiffening in the embrace and standing straighter.

Behind him, Astrid's eye twitched and she struggled to keep herself from breaking the reunion and introducing herself. The only thing keeping her polite was Hiccup's awkwardness, which she had to admit, was kind of endearing.

Auriel finally stepped back from the hug and small smile graced her lips. "It's good to have you back," she said to Hiccup.

"It's good to be back," Hiccup said, nodding his head in agreement.

Hiccup looked back and gestured for Ragnarr and Astrid to step forward. "This is prince Ragnarr, his daughter is the one I wrote to you about," Hiccup said, introducing the dwarf.

Auriel curtsied and inclined her head. Ragnarr bowed humbly, exchanging pleasantries and thanks for helping his daughter. "And this," Hiccup said, holding his hand out to Astrid, "is my apprentice, Astrid. She'll be knighted sometime this year."

Astrid tried to ignore the last part so she could focus on not making a fool of herself in front of Auriel, but found it difficult to focus at the prospect of being knighted. Astrid bowed while Auriel curtsied again. "This is Auriel, crown princess of the royal family," Hiccup said, introducing Auriel to both Ragnarr and Astrid.

More greetings were had all around, seeing that official business was done, more and more elves began to come into the clearing, gathering around and greeting Hiccup. Out of the corner of her eye, Astrid caught Auriel eying Hiccup, stirring a strange emotion in her. It was the same way she herself looked at him. Sigrid's warning from two years ago rang loudly in her mind, 'competition.'

Ragnarr hustled back to the ship, again weaving between the legs of the much taller elves, and gave word to his crew to begin disembarking. The elf that Auriel had assigned to guide the dwarves followed closely behind, a small smile on his lips as he watched. Astrid was drawn from her reverie as Hiccup began speaking again. "Is there anything I'm needed for, Auriel?" he asked the elven princess, struggling to stay afloat in the sea of children vying for his attention.

Auriel blinked as if she hadn't been paying attention and quickly composed herself. "No, no. You're free to do whatever you like, although mother would like to speak with you before the celebrations begin," Auriel responded.

Hiccup nodded and smiled, causing Astrid's eye to twitch again. Hiccup gestured for Astrid to follow him before turning on his heel and heading into the forest. Astrid followed closely behind him, eager to leave the clearing and not get lost in the maze of trees. Now that she stood more closely, she realized how truly ancient the forest was. Each was several hundreds of feet in diameter, some even stretched into the thousands of feet. It could take hours, possibly even days, to circumnavigate the largest ones. Toothless and Stormfly flew above them, lazily gliding over the treetops.

After nearly an hour of casually walking through the forest, Astrid was getting suspicious of what they were doing out this far from… civilization, if you could call it that. "Hiccup, what are we doing out here?" Astrid asked.

Hiccup raised an eyebrow in question. "Out here?" he asked in return.

"Yes, out here, in the middle of the forest," Astrid said, explaining her question.

"What do you mean? We're in the middle of Miotvior, this isn't the forest. We're heading for my tree," Hiccup said, before resuming their walk.

Astrid was about to question what he meant but a small movement in her peripheral vision caught her eye. Astrid scrutinized the trees of the forest closer and realized what she had saw. A door had opened from one of the trees, and an elf had walked out. Her eyes widened as she realized why there were no buildings on Alfheim. The trees were the homes of the elves. They lived inside the forest, literally.

After another few minutes Hiccup and Astrid stood in front of a giant tree. It was by no means small, but it was still larger than any tree on Midgard, Astrid was sure about that. It stood some tens of hundreds of feet tall and several hundred feet in diameter. The bark was thick, almost like armor, and colored a deep shade of brown. It reminded Astrid of chocolate, a rarity she had only tasted once on Berk. Hiccup cleared his throat to speak. "This is my tree, it's actually mine, not given to me by the Order. I acquired it shortly after I came to Alfheim, spent nearly all my gold I got from the Order on it," he said as he walked to the base of the tree.

As if by unspoken acknowledgement, the tree groaned and parted, revealing a small door just large enough for Hiccup to enter. Hiccup didn't speak any words but Astrid knew that no magic was used, the tree did it on its own. Astrid followed Hiccup inside the tree and was surprised by how spacious the interior was, and how ornate the furniture was. There was plenty of room to move around. In the corner was a winding staircase, following the contour of the tree, that led to a second, and probably more based on the height of the tree, floor. The first floor they had arrived on had a large desk with ornately carved legs that seemed to grow out of the floor of the tree. Around it was several chairs, in the same fashion, made from a deep red colored wood.

"First floor is generally just for meetings and entertaining any guests. The second floor houses the library and study, and the third is for living quarters which include washrooms. The fourth is a garden and the fifth floor and above are bare, for the dragons. The kitchen is in the basement, along with a pantry and larder. If you're hungry just grab something," Hiccup said, giving her the not so grand tour, before chanting a short spell in elvish.

Completing the spell, Hiccup continued on. "The tree will recognize you as an occupant and open for you if you ever need to get in without me. You can pick whatever room you like, just ask the tree to change the furniture to your liking and it will be done," he explained, walking up the stairs to the second floor which was quite the chore considering the size of the tree and the amount of steps.

Hiccup continued on up to the third floor and Astrid caught a quick glance of the library. Countless bookshelves with rows upon rows of books, tomes, and scrolls lined the floor. Desks for study were available periodically, dusty scrolls still rolled out from the last time the house was occupied. The third floor was split into fourths, with a hallway leading from the stairs to the opposite end of the tree. In the middle, two more hallways split to the left and right. Doors dotted the hallways every few hundred feet. "My room is the closest to the stairs if you need me, the rest are empty. You can pick whatever one you like," Hiccup said, gesturing to the door beside them.

Astrid wandered the floor, looking at each room. All were bare and only had a single bed in the center of the room. Astrid decided to settle for practicality and chose the room opposite of Hiccup's, closest to the stairs. Fastest way to get to the stairs and where she needed to be if needed. There was one other reason to be across from Hiccup's room, but she pushed that thought out of her mind and ignored it. Astrid entered the room and looked around. It was pretty dark and she had to squint to observe the details of the room. Hiccup joined her and spoke a single word before light filled the room. A small plant hung from the ceiling with a bulb that emitted a warm light, like fire, but with the absence of heat.

"I guess you need to know elvish to get the tree to respond to you," Hiccup commented, blushing a little at his thoughtlessness. Hiccup spent the next hour listening to how Astrid wanted her room customized, in a very similar fashion to her room on Nidavellir, with a couple things from Berk that she liked. All the while, Hiccup taught her the words in elvish to manipulate the tree. When they were done, Astrid could successfully get the tree to create most of the objects she wanted. In the end, Astrid had settled for a large bed in the fashion of the dwarves, low to the ground and wide. A large utilitarian desk sat in the corner, and next to it was two tall bookshelves which she would store the beginnings of her own collection. Astrid was slightly excited to explore Hiccup's library. She had found that he had a good taste in books on a variety of subjects.

After finishing customizing her room, Hiccup led Astrid up to the fifth floor where Toothless and Stormfly had flown in to roost through large openings in the sides of the tree which were hidden by a wall of leaves and branches. A verdant green blur zipped across the room and perched on Hiccup's shoulder. "Master Hiccup! Welcome home," the blur, a small Terror, chirped out.

"Thanks Sharpshot. How'd everything go? No problems I take it?" Hiccup asked as he scratched under the Terror's chin. Toothless grumbled as his rider's attention focussed on the other dragon. Hiccup grinned at his dragon's jealousy.

"None at all. No visitors from the elves or the Order, your mail has accumulated though, which I have taken the liberty of storing in your study. I have tried to keep the garden alive as best I can but I am no two-legs," Snapshot said, explaining the affairs of the household.

Hiccup nodded and gave Sharpshot another scratching before walking over and giving Toothless some attention as well. Astrid smirked, both her and Stormfly sharing their mirth at the dragon acting as a manservant. "You can take off through the portholes in the tree here for easy access to the sky. Just try not to break any branches as you come and go," Hiccup said, explaining the functionality of the room. In the corner there was a large, flat stone with scorch marks. Astrid knew it was Toothless' sleeping rock, as he frequently scorched the balcony back on Nidavellir, much to the chagrin of the servants.

"It's getting pretty late," Hiccup said, drawing Astrid's attention once more, "try to get some sleep. It's a little difficult to adjust to the sleep schedule here."

Astrid looked outside, noted that it was still daytime, and looked back at Hiccup. "Are you playing a joke on me?" she asked.

"No, no. It's always sunny out," Hiccup said, noticing her sceptical look outside, "it's actually almost midnight now. I'm surprised as many people stayed up as they did. The tree will wake us in the morning."

Astrid sighed, accepting that she would probably spend the next week trying to adapt from the time difference between Nidavellir and Alfheim. "Your morning, or my morning?" she asked, not wanting to catch Hiccup's laziness.

"My morning, and most of Alfheim's mornings. Everyone sleeps in here, if you wake up early nobody will be up and about anyway," Hiccup said.

Astrid just rolled her eyes. It was ingrained into her not to waste the day sleeping away. Hiccup and Astrid went back down several floors and tried their best to get a small amount of sleep despite just having woke several hours ago. Astrid decided then that she'd have to find a magical solution to her sleeping problems if she was going to be travelling between realms often.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Neither rider slept well the first day on Alfheim. They awoke early, before the rest of the inhabitants of Alfheim, much to Astrid's surprise that Hiccup had managed to be in a somewhat good mood despite the lack of sleep. They shared a quick breakfast of bread and soup before heading outside for their morning, actual morning this time, spar.<p>

Hiccup sat on a large root that protruded from the ground and began weaving the illusion world for Astrid so that she could get her practice in her for the day. It went about as well as normal since she had come into her own as an enhancement mage, easily dispatching the illusions despite their invincibility and numerical advantage. The spar continued for about ten minutes while Astrid worked on trying to break the illusion and 'win' the spar, when something unusual occurred. Astrid noticed the telltale warping of the illusion world, as if it was being undone by Hiccup. A moment later, it shattered completely, freeing herself. Astrid was about to ask Hiccup why he had cancelled the illusion but noticed that they were no longer alone.

Standing in the small clearing in front of Hiccup's tree was a familiar elf, Agvior, elder of the Order and Hiccup's master, or one of them anyway. "Elder," Astrid greeted, bowing slightly in respect. It was her first time meeting the elf in person, and she compared him to the image of him in the communication chamber on Nidavellir. He appeared young, as all elves did, but there was an air about him that spoke of his age. His eyes were not the eyes of a young soul, but an old one. His hair was a charcoal black color with sparse strands of silver and white. The most notable feature was his long, much longer than Hiccup's own, ears. They easily passed the back of his skull and stood pointedly several inches behind him. Astrid knew it was a sign of great age.

Hiccup's eyebrows scrunched as he beheld his master, partially at the surprise of him being on Alfheim and partially because he had easily undone the illusion he had weaved for Astrid. "Greetings master, what do I owe the pleasure?" Hiccup drawled sarcastically.

"Do I need a reason to visit my favorite student?" Agvior teased which caused Hiccup to roll his eyes.

"I was actually sent to fetch you on behalf of the queen. She wishes to speak with you about our battle strategy," Agvior informed Hiccup, "but I was surprised to find you teaching a student of your own. You know, your form will deteriorate if you let the illusions do all the work?"

Hiccup just scowled and Astrid smirked, immediately deciding she liked Hiccup's master. She would beat him black and blue if he deigned to fight her himself.

"So, I think it's only fair that I see how much you've progressed yourself these past few years," Agvior said, drawing a beautiful longsword from his hip which appeared to be made of a mixture between gold and copper. In the pommel was a brilliant yellow topaz which sent a rainbow of colors across the clearing from the light of the two suns.

Hiccup just sighed, accepting his fate, before standing and drawing All-slayer. The two swords seemed to be polar opposites, one day, one night. Astrid eagerly moved aside, curious about how Hiccup would fight against someone she assumed was his better. Maybe she'd even get to see him lose!

Both men held their swords parallel to their chest in respect for each other before uttering a short spell. Hiccup's blade glowed emerald and Agvior's glowed yellow, preventing their weapons from dealing a lethal blow. Astrid glanced between each as they both took their stances, Hiccup and aggressive form that left many openings but was easy to attack from, and Agvior in a neutral form where he could easily attack or defend. The air hummed with energy as both observed each other, waiting for an opening or an invitation to begin the spar.

Agvior smiled, giving the first move to Hiccup. Hiccup wasted no time, darting forward faster than Astrid had thought him capable of, and coming to a full stop inches before his master. In a feat of extreme speed and control, Hiccup swung his blade at Agvior's neck, the attack appearing to come from two different directions. Agvior easily dodged one of the swings, leaning into the other, before blocking it with his own sword.

Hiccup's master retaliated with a quick flurry of attacks meant to disarm rather than injure, but Hiccup's grip held strong, never in danger of losing his weapon. Hiccup checked his barrage with the flat of All-slayer, causing the two swords to bounce away from each other and throwing them both off balance. Hiccup didn't bother fighting against the flow, allowing the rebound to take him to the ground, before bracing his forearm on the ground and forcing every ounce of power into a kick.

Agvior blocked the kick with his free hand but skidded back several feet in response, causing long scrapes in the grass. Watching the old elf was entertaining, but Astrid focussed on observing Hiccup. It would help her in her spars later if she knew what he was really like during a fight. The spar between master and apprentice resumed with a vengeance as the two became a dervish of stabs, slashes, punches, and kicks. After nearly ten minutes of constant clashing, it appeared that neither would emerge the victor. Hiccup growled a little in frustration at not being able to best his own master, especially with an audience, and resumed his attack, holding little back.

The air crackled as Hiccup swung All-slayer at his master's temple, so quick that the midnight blade became invisible, and with the power backed up by magic from both himself and Toothless. Astrid sucked in a quick breath of air, realizing that if Agvior didn't block or evade the attack it would be lethal. A small smile crossed Hiccup's master's face, realizing he couldn't block or evade in time, and a small tree sprouted from beneath his clothing, covering his guard.

All-slayer sunk into the trunk of the tree, deep, but did not manage to cut through. All-slayer refused to be drawn from the tree, stuck fast, causing Hiccup to release his weapon and retreat, much to his chagrin. "That's cheating," he whined. The irony was not lost on Astrid, she had accused Hiccup of very much the same thing many times over.

Agvior just chuckled before the tree turned to topaz-yellow light and disappeared. He caught All-slayer as it fell, before the sword slithered out of his hand and fell to the forest floor. Hiccup casually walked over and retrieved his weapon and sheathed it, recognizing that he had lost once more. Astrid couldn't keep the grin off her face as Hiccup's mood visibly soured.

"Let's get going then," Hiccup grumbled, walking back towards Miotvior.

The trip back to the large tree took less time than Astrid remembered previously, the day before, which was really only a couple of hours ago. Time had little power here in the constant day of the eternal forest. At the base of the tree was a small doorway, inside of which was a shimmering veil of leaves which seemed to be made of liquid. Hiccup and Agvior didn't slow their pace as they walked up to and through the veil, their bodies disappearing. Astrid was nervous but followed after them reappearing somewhere inside the giant tree, which could have been anywhere.

It took only seconds for Hiccup, Astrid, and Agvior to be transported from the base of the tree to the throne room, a grandiose throne of knotted bark with leaves sprouting from it sat on a raised platform at the fore of the room. The throne was empty, but there were several occupants standing around a circular table some feet in front of the throne, among them was Auriel. Across the table were countless maps and scrolls.

Hiccup and Agvior took up two empty spots at the table, Astrid saying close to Hiccup to observe but out of the way of the meeting. It wasn't her place. Many of the tables occupants turned and nodded or saluted Hiccup and Agvior at their approach, who returned the gesture. At the head of the table, an elven woman with long flowing silver-blonde hair and piercing golden eyes was hunched over a large map. She bore an uncanny resemblance to Auriel, or perhaps it was the other way around.

"Queen Zophiel," Hiccup and Agvior greeted as one, twisting their hands over their hearts and bowing slightly. The traditional elven gesture of fealty. Astrid followed their lead, bowing in respect, but not repeating the hand gesture.

The queen inclined her head, acknowledging them, before returning her attention to the table. "As I was saying, we will need every soldier available for our assault on Hvergelmir. Once the Sky Celebrations have ended, begin conscription. If our race is to be successful in this war, we must free Yggdrasil from the clutches of the Nidhogg," the queen's voice echoed across the throne room, like crystal chimes.

Astrid struggled to keep her jaw from hanging open and quickly realized she should definitely, definitely, not have come here. This was a war meeting between the upper echelons of the elves.

Hiccup coughed slightly, drawing attention to himself. "My queen, I do not think it would be wise for us to attempt to slay the Nidhogg. Many have tried since the dawn of creation and all have failed. There is a reason it gnaws at the roots of Yggdrasil yet none do anything to stop the foul creature," he cautioned.

Zophiel gave him a stern, but gentle, look. "We draw our magic from Yggdrasil, Hiccup. If Ragnarok comes and we are still in our weakened state, we will prove to be of little use to fight against the tides of darkness. We must take the risk. You know this," she chided.

"Yes, true, but if we wage war against the Nidhogg and fail, our entire race will die out. The alliance will not be able to stand against Loki without the help of the elves. This gamble will decide the outcome of the war, whether we win or lose, and even if we win, it is not an assurance of victory. It is too risky," Hiccup countered.

"War is a game of risk, one that we all must play. The gamble is worth undertaking if the reward is the strength to prevent the world from falling to darkness," the queen said, before gesturing to her maps and charts strewn across the table.

"We have secured support from the Order already," at this, she gave Hiccup another look before continuing, "they have promised us generous quantities of soldiers and supplies. The other realms have refused to assist us, but Asgard has offered to sell us skyships at a very reasonable price due to the size of our order. The most difficult part will be keeping the gate open for long enough to move our army to Hvergelmir, after that, it is a matter of luring the Nidhogg from its den and slaying it. We have sent scouts already to begin the process of mapping the realm."

The queen moved several documents until a series of ten pages were now clearly visible on the table. "The realm is mostly a water world. There is little to no land to speak of, and it is impossible to land in the oceans due to the intense heat coming from the world's core. The ocean's are literally boiling away. The denizens of the realm also pose another problem. The sole inhabitants of the realm, other than the Nidhogg, are giant serpents which appear to be immune to the intense heat. From our scout's reports, they appear to be highly resistant to all forms of elemental magics," the queen said, explaining the war effort.

"And the Root?" Agvior asked, speaking for the first time in the meeting. Hiccup had a sour look on his face but held his tongue.

Zophiel just grinned, which caused Astrid to be somewhat smitten by the elven queen. She could see where Auriel got her beauty from. It was a bewitching beauty. "It is magnificent. The scout's say that it is beyond all imagining. The entire sky is blotted out by the Root, far in the distance. They have yet to be able to approach it, but it appears to be mostly whole except for the damage that creature has wreaked upon it," the queen said, her description bringing smiles of joy and frowns of anger as it progressed.

The rest of the queen's advisors voiced their concerns and suggestions over the undertaking before receiving orders to prepare for the celebrations, the conscription following the end, and the mustering of the army. Several messengers were called to the throne room, given orders, and then dispatched to deliver. One such messenger was to travel to Asgard, informing Odin that they would purchase a thousand skyships. After the war meeting, the advisors began to depart to fulfil their duties, and in the end, only the queen, Auriel, Hiccup, Agvior, and Astrid remained.

"I still do not think this is a good idea, my queen," Hiccup said, once again trying to wean her from the undertaking.

"You already slew one of Nidhogg's children already, what makes you so sure you cannot best the mother herself?" the queen asked.

"The Red Death was nothing compared to the Nidhogg, you know that. It's entirely likely that the Red Death would be barely larger than a single scale of the Nidhogg. It is not a creature mere immortals were meant to slay," Hiccup responded.

"I have the utmost faith that between our armies and the riders of the Order that we will be victorious. Yggdrasil will not let her children fall, especially not when we come to her aid," the queen retorted.

Hiccup just sighed, accepting that he would not change his queen's mind. Agvior just hummed in thought, going over the maps and reports on the table. Astrid and Auriela shared similar lost looks on their faces. This was the first time either of them would be involved directly in a battle connected to Ragnarok. "When will we depart for Hvergelmir?" Hiccup asked after a few tense minutes of silent contemplation.

"After the celebrations end, and after we have fully mustered our forces. Despite your worries, I am taking every precaution for this battle," the queen answered.

Hiccup grumbled but didn't say anything further. The queen was set on her folly. Instead, he chose to focus on why they returned in the first place. "Come on Astrid, let's go visit Sigrid," Hiccup said, Astrid stepping in line behind him automatically. They retraced their steps, entering the leafy portal and appearing near the base of Miotvior. From there, it was only a short walk to Ragnarr's skyship, which the dwarves had decided to make their temporary residence in. The elves had offered them trees but the dwarves couldn't get used to so much sun and the idea of sleeping inside wood had them terrified.

On their walk, Astrid noted that the forest seemed to be teeming with life. Trees and flowers were in full bloom, the grass seemed to shine a healthy green color, and there was an abundance of animals who didn't fear contact with elves everywhere. But, above all of that, there were telltale signs of increased dragon activity.

Sigrid was in the same condition as when they left Nidavellir. Her parents ensured that she had the best care in all the nine realms and was constantly under the watchful eye of at least one skilled healer, preferably more. Magic had kept her alive the past two years, barely. The dwarves' immunity to magic prevented most treatments so they had resorted to a mixture of magic that did work and mundane means. Hiccup and Astrid paid their respects and talked with Ragnarr and Magnhildr until retiring for the night.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The week leading up to the Sky Celebration passed quickly. Hiccup and Astrid spent their days as they usually did, falling back into their old routine. Spar in the 'morning', magic and mental combat training in the 'evening', plenty of free time to go flying with their dragons, and at least an hour of self study for Astrid. Hiccup's library proved to be as exciting as Astrid had hoped. Over the years, and due to his status as a rider, he had collected a number of rare books, some even illegal, detailing everything from botany to necromancy to psychology. Astrid, in particular, enjoyed the section of histories which told a very different story than the sagas she had grown up hearing in Berk.<p>

Toothless and Stormfly had finished much of their own training prior to leaving Nidavellir. There was little more Toothless could teach Stormfly about how to be a bonded dragon. The only thing left was to simply be.

As the days drew closer to the opening ceremony of the Sky Celebration, it seemed as if all life on Alfheim had begun to gather in Miotvior. Astrid couldn't even set foot out of her and Hiccup's tree without stumbling over or stepping on some fauna. Even the flora was getting prepared for the celebrations! Trees and flowers were in full bloom and radiated energy. The elves arrived daily in the tens of thousands. The most noticeable of the new arrivals, however, were the dragons.

Hundreds of thousands of dragon of all species flocked to Miotvior, roosting in the cities namesake. There were species Astrid didn't even know of, or had been able to find in Hiccup's extensive collection of dragonology books. She doubted that even if someone were to spend time cataloging all the different species, they would never find all of them before the celebrations came to an end. It was an undertaking that would take many lifetimes.

Ragnarr and his family interacted with the elves as little as possible. It was a little xenophobic of them, perhaps, but they were here for one thing and one thing only: Sigrid. Their family had been hit hard by her condition and it was clear they were in no mood to join the elves in their revelry.

It was on the eighth day that Astrid knew it was time. Hiccup had woken her early, far earlier than what she had come to realize was the normal 'morning' for elves, and pushed a bundle of clothes into her arms, directing her to get changed. The outfit he had given her was strange, but when compared to what she had seen the elves wearing already, she figured it was in style with them. It was a simple set of white leather breeches, knee high black boots, and a leafy green blouse. The moment she had finished donning the outfit, various flowers and plants had began to grow on and around the clothes, ending with a small circlet of flowers on her head. It was… odd, she had to admit.

When she exited her room, she found Hiccup in much the same state she was, in similar attire, covered in flora. He had a silly grin on his face, and he looked happier than she had seen him in a long time. They quickly left their tree, heading to the center of the city. Outside, it had truly gotten strange. For one thing, as they left their tree, it immediately closed behind them and started to dance and sway in the wind. Birds flocked to them, roosting on their shoulders or in their hair. Dragons could be seen flying overhead or weaving in between the trees.

A strange melody permeated the forest, like a harp, and Astrid marvelled at how all of Alfheim was dancing in sync to the tune, even Hiccup. It was a small change, barely noticeable, but he had a compulsion to hum to the tune and tapped his feet, and the silly grin refused to leave his face. It was a powerful magic that enchanted the realm, drawing its inhabitants together.

Elves had sung forth tables from the forest floor, filling them with food and drink, or what Astrid had come to learn what they thought was food. She had been on the realm for over a week and hadn't seen a scrap of meat. It was all bread, vegetables, fruits, and cheeses. She noticed that copious amounts of the strange golden liquid she had seen Hiccup drink on Berk was being passed around. From experience, she knew it was a strong alcoholic drink. She had no desire to try it again.

As Hiccup passed, the elves would lift themselves from their revelry and smile, calling out to him and inviting him to join them. Several broke into song and dance, a dark melody that they all seemed to know. Astrid guessed he had his own song. _His own song_. Toothless and Stormfly flew above them in the treetops, chirping to each other and dancing in the skies among their own kind, while keeping an ever watchful eye on their other halves below.

After half an hour of wading through a sea of elves, Hiccup and Astrid finally came into the large clearing in front of Miotvior. On a raised platform at the front of a clearing was several chairs, seated upon which was the queen, Auriel, Agvior, and several other members of import among elven society. All around, and in, the clearing were thousands of animals. Birds, squirrels, rabbits, foxes, rabbits, bears, wolves, countless species Astrid didn't recognize, and above all, dragons. None of them seemed to be hostile to each other, Astrid even spotted a small songbird sitting atop the head of a long snake. Several of the smaller, more agile animals had found elven friends and were riding on their heads, shoulders, or in their clothes.

Zophiel stood and addressed her people. Astrid couldn't understand what she said, but she saw the faces of the elves light up around her as she pointed her index finger to the sky and let a bolt of violet energy burst into the sky. When it reached its apex, the bolt exploded, sending fractals of multicolored light in every direction. The elves cried out, and the dragons roared, and then the music increased its tempo and volume, creating an easily heard tune that came from everywhere and nowhere.

"Its started?" Astrid asked, looking up at Hiccup standing next to her.

Hiccup just laughed and the noise made Astrid's stomach flip. "Its started," he confirmed.

The elves around them separated into groups of friends and families, intermingling with each other and dancing. Some summoned up tables and brought forth food from the forest, others retreated back into the woods to enjoy the celebrations alone or with smaller groups. Hiccup, and by extension Astrid, were swarmed by countless elves, inviting them to join them in their own celebrations. The countless thousands of dragons had begun flying overhead, roaring, some diving and trying to secure Hiccup for themselves. Astrid noted that Agvior was also having the same problem. She had a sinking feeling about what that implied, and not a moment later, a large sand colored dragon dove down and tried to pluck her from the crowd playfully.

Astrid felt her hand being grabbed and looked over to find Hiccup dragging her out of the clearing. "Come on!" he yelled playfully over the music and the crowd.

Together the two of them fought, almost literally, through the crowd of elves and dragons, heading towards the southern end of the clearing and into the forest. Once they exited the main clearing, the amount of elves and dragons dropped significantly, allowing them to breathe easier. "Where are we going?" Astrid asked, breathless, the magic had, she realized, begun to affect her as well as every other living thing on the realm.

"We need to get Sigrid," Hiccup answered, a shy grin on his lips.

Astrid shook her head, trying to shake the magic from her system for making her temporarily forget the very reason they had came to this realm. It was intoxicating. They found the skyship the dwarves had came on and boarded, a gangplank already down. The dwarves were not affected by the music, as Astrid had predicted. They sat with grim faces, yet there was hints of hope too. Ragnarr and Magnhildr appeared on deck shortly after Hiccup and Astrid climbed aboard, Sigrid sat slumped in a chair of metal and wood with wheels, allowing her to be carried around more easily.

Astrid's heart pounded painfully in her chest at seeing Sigrid's deteriorated condition. She looked worse, now. In the daylight she could see truly how pale she had become, almost ghostly white. Her veins were easily visible, the blue contrasting harshly with the pallor of her skin. What had once been a body honed from tens of years of combat training now looked weak and feeble. She appeared almost as if she was a human child, a far cry from her race.

Hiccup and Ragnarr shared a sharp nod before he turned and made his way back down the gangplank. Ragnarr pushed the chair from behind, following him. Astrid followed Hiccup automatically, he mind still focussed on Sigrid. Magnhildr walked next to Ragnarr and her daughter. They wandered through the forest for a time, the elves noticing the group's somber mood and parting for them.

Nearly an hour of aimless wandering through the woods passed before Hiccup pushed a tree limb out of the way and walked into another clearing. This clearing was not populated by elves or woodland creatures, but dragons. It was not as wide of selection as in the city square of Miotvior where they had came from, but there were still countless thousands of every species. Behind her, Astrid could hear the sharp intakes of breath from Ragnarr and Magnhildr as they beheld the clutch of dragons. Astrid looked hopefully at Sigrid and saw no reaction.

Astrid felt the blanket of Hiccup's mind roll across the clearing, speaking with every dragon, calling to them and urging them to speak with him. His prowess over his mind was impressive, even despite the intoxicating effects of the magic in the air. The dragons immediately stopped in their celebrations and skipped, which was an odd motion for dragons, over to their side of the clearing. Some crowded him immediately, others nuzzled at Astrid, and only a few stayed outside their immediate area.

One by one, at both Hiccup and Astrid's suggestion, the dragons came forward and inspected Sigrid. Ragnarr and Magnhildr stood behind their daughter and tensed as each of the dragons eyed Sigrid, sniffing at her, seeming to judge her, seeming to look through her, rather than at her. Some of the examinations took minutes, some took only seconds, some dragons even didn't even look at her before turning away. The longest examination took nearly twenty minutes before the Changewing shook its head and slithered away. A rising hope was crushed in all four and replaced with sorrow at that rejection.

For what seemed like the next twelve hours, Hiccup and Astrid mingled among the dragons, talking with them, asking them to help Sigrid, seeing if they would see if they were her bonded dragon. The examinations moved on in much the same manner, each dragon examining Sigrid for a certain length of time before leaving. The last of which, an old Rhumblehorn, half its middle horn missing, cut off from the center, took the previous record of the longest examination, nearly forty-five minutes of agonizing waiting, before it too shook its head and flew off.

Astrid let out a sigh as she sat down on the grass, looking at the field of dragons in front of them, who had returned to their own celebrations, playfully gliding through the air and wrestling on the ground.

"We'll find him," Hiccup said, sitting beside her.

"Him?" Astrid questioned.

"Her dragon. I know he's here somewhere, on Alfheim, I can feel it," Hiccup said, his tone strangely confident.

Astrid couldn't help the grin that came to her lips, both for his actions and his words. "How do you know it's a him?" she asked playfully.

"I, uh, don't," Hiccup admitted after a minute, feeling kind of foolish for some reason. Astrid's heart beat a little faster at his shyness, a little of the old him shining through. She couldn't resist a giggle.

"What?" he asked sarcastically in a nasally tone.

"Nothing, nothing," she answered, trying to keep her laughter down. Astrid heard a small rustle behind them and turned to see Ragnarr and Magnhildr returning to the ship, back along the path they had came. Her grin was replaced with a frown.

Hiccup took notice of her reaction. "They'll be fine, they just need some time to think on things. Nobody expected for her bonded dragon to be found on the first day, not even them," he said, trying to soothe her worry.

Astrid just sat dejectedly, watching the dragons continue to play. She noticed the old Rhumblehorn from earlier sleeping peacefully in the far corner of the glade, hatchlings running around him play fighting with each other, drawing a small smile as she remember Rooinn back on Nidavellir.

Her thoughts turned inward as she considered all that she had seen that day when she realized something. "I don't feel tired," she commented.

Hiccup chuckled. "We don't feel tired during the celebrations. The magic keeps us energized, it seems only the dragons can manage sleep. Useless reptiles," he said sarcastically.

From above them sounded an offended bark. "We are not lazy, we just appreciate our rest," Toothless said indignantly, gliding over them and casting shadows from his wingspan.

Stormfly laughed in her eerily human-like manner, causing both Hiccup and Astrid to laugh a little. "Come, lets go for a flight. It'll take your mind off things," Toothless said excitedly, eager to get back into the sky. Stormfly mirrored the suggestion, landing and nuzzling Astrid, trying to push her into the saddle.

Both riders couldn't contain their giggles, their mirth unrestrained by the magic, and hopped onto their respect dragons' saddles before thundering off into the skies. Dragons on the ground and in the air roared out in greetings to them as they passed. Elves climbed trees and stuck their heads out through the treetops to watch the two riders. Hiccup and Toothless performed aerial tricks, barrel rolls and dives, flips and spins, tight turns and impossibly steep ascents. They ended their performance with Hiccup freefalling thousands of feet before being caught by Toothless who thundered in to catch him out of nowhere, drawing cheers and applause from the elves below.

Astrid and Stormfly knew they couldn't match him in the performance so they were content to simply glide loftily around the clearing, letting the light of the two suns send rainbows of ocean blue, blood red, parchment yellow, and ivory white across the clearing, dazzling the elves with Stormfly's beautiful reflections from her scales. Oohs and awes were on their tongues at the sight.

Hiccup and Astrid circled each other in the sky above the clearing, just above the treetops, enjoying the moment. A second later, a _massive, _even larger than Toothless, leafy green Monstrous Nightmare burst from the trees, taking to the skies above them. On its back was Agvior. Together, dragon and rider glided just above the treetops a few tens of feet and the both of them began to breathe fire. The fire came out a verdant green, hovered in the air for a few seconds, before coming to life and dancing through the skies, weaving intricate patterns of flame and smoke behind. The elves below applauded and cheered at the masterful display of fire manipulation by both rider and dragon.

When Agvior finished, he, Hiccup, and Astrid made their way back through the treetops and into the clearing, landing at the forefront near the base of the tree. A place of honor was reserved from them on the raised platform where the queen, Auriel, and several other elves were seated, eating and drinking and observing the celebrations below. Despite the occasion, it was serious looks all around. Astrid guessed it was the impending invasion of Hvergelmir and the slaying of the Nidhogg that weighed on their mind.

Astrid smiled and allowed the magic of the celebrations to lift her spirits and dug into the meal provided in front of her. They had seven days to find Sigrid's bonded dragon, tomorrow their search would begin anew.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Apologies for the short chapter, I've fallen back into reading more than writing lately, which has given me a good opportunity to look at my writing style and make improvements. One of the things I noticed, especially in the later chapters, was a slow decrease in the amount of dialogue and thought bubbles. I'll be trying to fix this, and include Toothless and Stormfly more in the dialogue of the story, starting next chapter.

**A note to my guest reviewers**, I cannot answer your questions (I reply to pretty much every one asked) unless you create an account. That being said, in response to Mark's review, Astrid will not become an elf. The magic that made Hiccup was ancient and powerful, a once in a lifetime wordless magic. We'll see more on this spell later when it is next used. But you did point a good plot hole, well not really a plot hole, since it's intended, but there is a disparity between how long Hiccup will live and how long Astrid will live. Night Furies live for far, far longer than Nadders, and so in the end, Hiccup will outlive Astrid by a long time. This will be remedied later in the story.

A note on the scale of things, just for fun. Miotvior is both the capital of Alfheim and the giant tree in the center of the city. It was the first offspring of Yggdrasil, the world tree. As such, it has had quite a long time to grow to be as large as it has become. Yggdrasil itself is, literally, infinitely bigger. The root we'll see during the invasion of Hvergelmir is like the sci-fi art you see with moons being visible in the sky above planets. It's cosmic in scale. The Nidhogg is a primordial creature, extremely old, one of the first beings to exist and the first dragon. It, too, is gigantic, and gnaws at the roots of Yggdrasil in Norse mythology. The Red Death species are its direct descendents. In my mind, the Nidhogg would be bigger than a small country, let alone an island like Berk. Just food for thought.

Hiccup's true name is known by the elves, which the eagle eyed among you will have noticed by now. This is not an oversight. Hiccup's assumed name, Vrangr, was given to him at a later date before he assumed it. As such, the elves, and some Aesir, know his name. How he received the name of Vrangr will be revealed sometime… later.

The queen of the elves is Zophiel. Her name means 'divine beauty'.

Agvior's talent was briefly seen in this chapter, the manipulation of plant life. Most of his power comes from spontaneously growing deadly, sometimes poisonous, plants, and defending himself with hardy trees. I quite liked his power myself. He has a second talent which will be revealed… later.

Good and evil are simply a matter of perspective. The light cannot exist without the dark.

**Thanks for reading and please leave a review,**

**- Musica**


	15. A Broken Heart

Astrid lay in her bed in her and Hiccup's tree, tossing and turning, trying to get a small amount of rest. It seemed that, however, his words had rang true. The only ones who could get a wink of sleep on the realm were dragons for the week of celebrations that had consumed the elves. It had been planned that they would take a short break, more for Ragnarr and Magnhildr's sake than their own, before renewing the search for Sigrid's dragon which Hiccup adamantly stated was somewhere on the realm. Astrid couldn't stifle a small chuckle at how determined he had been to cheer her up when, as she had certainly expected, they didn't find Sigrid's dragon in that small clearing.

Astrid kicked her legs, sending the pale lime green silken sheets to the floor, slipped on her boots, and made her way back down through the tree house that she had begun to call home. As she passed the study, she noticed Hiccup sitting in the library at a desk, a cup of tea in one hand, a scroll in the other, with a small smile on his lips. It reminded her of the time she caught him reading from the book of dragons on Berk in secret, and for a brief moment, she could see the boy in the forge once more. The moment ended suddenly when Hiccup brought the cup to his lips and saw her standing in the threshold, and his face returned to the stoic mask she had found him wearing since they left Berk. "Hey," he greeted, taking another sip of tea.

"Hey," she returned, before walking into the library and finding the spot on the shelves where she had been slowly working her way through his collection. She stood on her toes as she pulled out a large dusty tome, _Potions & Salves, Volume II_.

She sat down in comfortable silence opposite Hiccup and turned to the page she had been reading from, an interesting but lengthy chapter detailing the correct way to brew a potion that could stimulate the mind and induce lucid dreams in its drinker. Astrid was pleasantly surprised to find that much of medicine was not performed using magic, but a combination of potions, mundane care, and when absolutely needed, emergency healing, as Hiccup had done on Berk when he saved Stormfly. It was an anchor of the mundane among the ocean of arcane she had come to call home.

"When do you think we'll go again?" Astrid asked conversationally as she turned a page, a detailed diagram showing the ingredients part by part.

"In a few hours. The search might not have drained us but Ragnarr and Magnhildr can't go on like we can, the magic doesn't affect them," Hiccup said as his eyes went from left to right, reading the ornate elvish runes on the scroll in front of him.

Astrid hummed in acquiescence and returned to reading from her book. Reading in the library had quickly become their habit since arriving on Alfheim, and neither of the two had a complaint about it. After a few more minutes of reading, Astrid spoke again. "What are you reading?" she asked.

Hiccup looked up from the scroll and took a sip of tea. "It's a letter from a friend on Vanaheim. I helped save his village from a sea serpent attack, we've kept in contact ever since. Just telling me about how Vanaheim has changed," Hiccup said, deciding he had read enough and rolled up the letter.

"What's Vanaheim like?" Astrid asked, the question leaving her lips before her brain could deduce whether she wanted to ask the question or not.

Hiccup looked a little surprised she had asked but answered all the same. "It's little more than hovels and ghettos now, ruins in wake of the war with the Aesir, but in its glory it was a sight to behold. Large, ornate buildings made of marble, very exotic, tropical even. It's very different from Berk, the polar opposite. You'd like it, I think. The heat grows on you," Hiccup answered, explaining the world from his memories.

Astrid just smiled coyly and returned to her book, now reading about a potion that acted as a contraceptive. She quickly turned the page, looking for another topic, allowing them to both fall back into a comfortable silence. Hiccup picked up a letter, wrapped in thick cloth, and opened it. To Astrid's great mirth, Hiccup had accumulated a mountain of mail which was all impeccably sorted and maintained by the tiny Terror that Hiccup called Sharpshot. He was not his bonded dragon, but Sharpshot had elected to follow Hiccup to the ends of the Earth and had ended up as his loyal retainer. She couldn't suppress the giggles at the thought of a dragon sorting mail of all things.

Astrid swallowed her giggles as the light smile on Hiccup's lips dropped to a frown as he beheld the letter, and before she could ask what was wrong, Hiccup quickly pocketed the mail and stowed it in his tunic. As he pocketed it, she caught a small sigil on the back where the flap was. A black snake eating its tail. Her eyes flicked to the ring Hiccup wore on his left ring finger. The design was similar. Astrid debated asking about the letter, but in the end, decided to continue reading on. She was somewhat pleased Hiccup had taken to wearing her ring all the time, as he had done with the original on Berk, though she noticed he had enchanted the ring with some spells.

Hiccup continued going through his considerable stack of mail and Astrid continued to make significant headway through the thick potions book before Sharpshot flew into the room with a pot of tea hanging in his claws. He deposited the tea without a word, fluttered out of the room, and returned a moment later with a porcelain cup which he sat in front of Astrid before giving her a look and departing once more. Astrid smirked at the dragon's antics and poured herself and Hiccup a cup of tea. A few more hours passed, the music of the realm ever present, before Hiccup finally sighed and glanced at a small orb of metal and gears that rested on the desk between them. "We should go see if Ragnarr is up for another search," he said idly before pushing a stack of letters to the side and standing, his chair magically disappearing as he stood.

Astrid snapped her book shut and stood as well, her own chair magically departing as well. She quite liked that about the tree house, it knew exactly what to do before they even had to say anything. Astrid quickly deposited her book, marking the page she had left off on, and followed Hiccup down to the ground floor and out into the forest. Astrid noticed the elves still in full swing, celebrating madly. The music had increased in tempo and caused Astrid's heart to beat with the rhythm. Many groups of elves simply danced and laughed the day away, not a care in the world. Some danced with dragons, even, as unsightly as it was. Others still, feasted and drank, more barrels of the dreaded golden liqueur the elves liked flowed freely.

Few elves stopped to invite Hiccup and Astrid to their celebrations as they did when it had started, but some offers still remained. Their walk to the dwarves' skyship was significantly faster because of it. Astrid was surprised to climb the gangplank to find the crew sleeping at their stations, tankards of gold liquid in their hands, or more often, on the floor. It seemed the elves couldn't resist getting the dwarves in on the revelry somehow.

Hiccup and Astrid meandered below deck until they found the captain's quarters and knocked on the door twice, gently but loud enough to be heard. A few moments later, the door swung open revealing a very tired looking Ragnarr. He and Hiccup shared one look before the dwarf nodded and went back into the room. Several minutes later he emerged once more with Sigrid in the mechanical wheeled chair she had been in yesterday. "We'll try a different spot today," Hiccup commented as they walked back through the ship, "there is a nesting grounds of sorts near the western edge of the forest that many dragons like to frequent this time of year. With any luck, there will be more of them than where we were yesterday."

Astrid's eyes fluttered as she tried to remember the spot on the map where she thought that was, only remembering that it was a short run from their tree house. Ragnarr cleared his throat and just nodded. It seemed as if the dwarf hadn't slept a wink and was suffering for it. The stress must be terrible, Astrid thought, her own worry over Sigrid at the fore of her mind.

The four of them, for Magnhildr had elected to rest further, wandered through the forest, back towards and passed Hiccup's tree house, and deeper into the western woods. After nearly two hours of hiking, they finally crossed into a small glade which ran for several tens of feet and then dropped off, a sheer vertical cliff in front of them, going down hundreds of feet. Astrid peered over the edge wearily. "Wow," she commented at the height.

"I'd catch you, hatchling," Stormfly commented in the confines of their shared minds. Both her and Toothless lazily gliding far above them on the winds.

Astrid just smiled a bit. "I know, girl," she responded.

The familiar blanket of Hiccup's mind stretched out, covering the vast distance of the glade, the surrounding woods, the cliff, and the forest below. It was a strangely comforting, yet powerful, display of mental acuity. Astrid could hear the words fall from his mind, almost like whispers, as he beckoned the dragons to come forth and communicate with them. Almost immediately dragons began to spring from their hiding places and join them on the cliff. Those that could not land flew around in the sky, circling them with watchful eyes, eying the girl Hiccup had told them of.

Behind them, Astrid could hear Ragnarr let out a shaky breath in awe of the creatures before him. Astrid stepped back as a clutch of hatchling Terrors raced away from their mother and circled her furiously, playfully nudging her, urging her to join them. Together, Hiccup and Astrid spent a similarly lengthy period of time talking to dragons, introducing them to Sigrid, with much the same success. Some took a few moments to examine her before turning and leaving, others minutes, some tens of minutes, but none ever stayed. Ragnarr dozed off against the trunk of a tree after the fifth hour, while Hiccup and Astrid persevered on into the night, or day rather, the magic of the celebrations keeping them energized.

The twelfth hour came and went as they both watched a large Hotpurble, who had been staring at Sigrid for nearly thirty minutes, suddenly woke up from its apparent slumber and flew off into the sky. Astrid's anger flared, how could a dragon just fall asleep when he was in the middle of examining a possible bonded rider? Fall asleep standing, no less. It boggled her mind. The next four hours Hiccup spent trying to not get in Astrid's way, or earn her ire, as much as possible. As the sixteenth hour rolled to a close, the last of the dragons, a sinuous yellow Changewing, flew off after five minutes of deliberations. Together, Hiccup and Astrid had talked to nearly ten thousand dragons in the past two days and they were no closer to finding Sigrid's bonded dragon than when they started.

Astrid paced nervously, but quietly, the length of the cliffside. Ragnarr was still sleeping and she didn't want to wake him by talking with Hiccup, he needed his rest more than she needed her worries assuaged.

Hiccup was sitting against another tree, watching Astrid wear a path into the grass. "Toothless," Hiccup said in their minds, "can you watch over Ragnarr and Sigrid for me?"

"Sure," Toothless deadpanned, not moving from the spot he was sunbathing from, but Hiccup knew he would perform the duty flawlessly. Lazy reptile.

Hiccup made a small gesture to Astrid, beckoning her to follow him. Astrid considered for a moment whether she wanted to follow or continue pacing. She found it was an easy choice to follow after him out of the glade and back into the woods. After they were out of earshot Hiccup decided to talk. "Let's go find somewhere to relax," Hiccup said tiredly.

Astrid didn't say anything but followed him all the same. They walked for fifteen minutes before finding a small clearing, roughly ten feet in diameter, with a small gathering of elves sitting at a table. Sitting on a stump near them was a lone elf woman playing a harp, matching the tune of the magical magic that echoed in the air. It was strangely inviting and peaceful. Hiccup stepped into the clearing without hesitation and was immediately greeted by the elves, who invited him and Astrid to join them. Hiccup nodded and two more chairs sprout forth from the ground.

Hiccup and Astrid took their respective seats, sitting across from one another, and helped themselves to the meal that the elves were having, a variety of berries and sweetcakes. The elves chattered boisterously like chipmunks in elvish, the few words Astrid knew blurring together into a meaningless jumble, but she felt the tenseness she had felt all day melt away all the same. Astrid caught Hiccup's eyes as he wasn't really listening to the elves, but watching her, and she couldn't help but smile and idly pick up a goblet of the golden liqueur and take a sip. For some reason, it didn't burn nearly as much as it did on Berk and it set her nerves on fire, in a good way.

It took only minutes for Astrid to begin laughing at jokes and stories in a language she didn't understand and the liqueur became quite enjoyable. The tension from the last two days of searching began to ease and she found herself actually enjoying the sky celebration, allowing the magic of it to heal her wounded heart. The two of them enjoyed themselves for nearly two hours, mostly idly listening to the woman play the harp or the elves chatter about whatever topic they fancied so. Eventually they excused themselves, feeling much better and less weary, before returning back to the cliff where Toothless and Stormfly were watching over Ragnarr and Sigrid.

Hiccup walked over to Ragnarr, eying Sigrid as he passed, and bent down to shake the dwarf awake. Ragnarr awoke with a start before realizing that he had dozed off during the search for his daughter's dragon. He apologized profusely before leaping to his feet and checking on his daughter.

"Where next?" Astrid asked, knowing that they would continue on now, going to another spot the dragons liked and searching there.

Hiccup dipped his head and hummed in thought for a moment before making up his mind. "On the far side of Miotvior, there's a place where there is shade at high noon when both suns are on one side of the tree. The dragons like go to there and cool off, we should be able to make it there in time," Hiccup said, explaining their next stop.

Both Astrid and Ragnarr agreed and prepared to leave for the far side of the city. Their walk was longer than Astrid thought, nearly three hours on account of having to skirt a small portion of Miotvior itself, before Astrid saw the first hints of darkness she had seen since arriving on the realm. A sliver of shadow, only several hundred feet wide, but many thousands of feet long, was cast by Miotvior and back into the woodlands. Dragons of all kinds were orderly lined up in the shade, basking in the coolness.

This time it was Astrid who called to the dragons, and although her mental blanket was not as far reaching nor dense as Hiccup's, she had still summoned the entire clutch of dragons to their sides in a matter of minutes. The dragons were a little irked that they were woken from their rest in the shade but their mood quickly improved when they learned that two riders were asking them to help, perhaps, find a third. The dragons crowded around Sigrid, sniffing at her and thoroughly examining her, trying to figure out if this two-legs spoke to the deepest parts of their mind.

The examinations went much the same way they did previously. Dragons would approach and examine Sigrid for an indeterminate amount of time before deciding that she was not their bonded rider. Ragnarr had stayed with them, observing the examinations for as long as he could before he finally needed to rest while Hiccup and Astrid kept going strong, the magic of the celebrations keeping them energized.

Astrid sighed as the number of dragons waiting to examine Sigrid dwindled. "I don't know if we're going to find one," she commented to Hiccup sadly.

"Of course we will, there's still four days left, plus the grand finale. We're bound to find Sigrid's bonded dragon before then. We just have to keep looking," he responded, scratching at a large rust colored Gronkle before directing it before Sigrid.

"What if we don't, though?" Astrid posed.

Hiccup considered her question for a moment before responding. "There are… other ways, to prolong life long past what is decent. It will give us the time we need, if necessary," Hiccup answered softly.

Astrid made a small noise, curious, but decided she didn't really want to know. "Where should we look next?" she instead opted to ask.

"There's a sprawling grasslands not too far from here, maybe half an hour's walk, some of the smaller dragons like to visit to get away from all the trees. We'll go there next, maybe her dragon is a Whispering Death?" Hiccup joked.

Astrid playfully punched Hiccup in the shoulder. "Don't joke about that! That would be horrible," she said.

Hiccup just grinned and rubbed his shoulder on reflex. "Come on, let's get through these last few dragons and then get a move on. There's an event tonight we should go to," Hiccup said before guiding two Terrors over to Sigrid, the two dragons fighting with each other whilst perched on Hiccup's shoulders. Astrid guided a large Changewing over at the same time. All three dragons spent not even a minute examining Sigrid before woefully shaking their heads back and forth and then flying off.

Astrid sighed deeply, again. "I guess that's it then-" she started to whine, but was cut off as an old Rhumblehorn lumbered into the grasslands from the woods. It was the same Rhumblehorn they had met in the glade nearly two days previously, one of the dragons that had rejected Sigrid, but took some time before deciding.

"You two hatchlings are still at it, huh," the old Rhumblehorn grumbled out in the tongue of the dragons.

Astrid's breath caught in her chest for a moment before she remembered that this dragon had already rejected Sigrid. "Yes, we are," she answered with her mind.

The Rhumblehorn came up to where the two riders were standing next to Sigrid and eyed the dwarf. "What's wrong with the half two-legs?" he asked, his voice deep and bass, tempered by age.

Astrid shared a look with Hiccup, to ask if it was okay to tell Sigrid's story. Hiccup made a small, almost imperceptible facial gesture, granting his permission. In anyone else, the gesture would have gone unnoticed, but three years had given Astrid plenty of time to learn every mannerism of Hiccup. "She had her mind shattered by a fire giant. We haven't been able to heal her by any other means, so we hoped to find her bonded dragon during the celebrations. We think that during the bonding process it will heal her," Astrid explained to the dragon.

The Rhumblehorn made a rumbling, guttural noise in the back of its throat, almost as if to hum. It was a strangely human action. "I see," it said after contemplating whatever it was thinking about. After a moment more of observing Sigrid the dragon turned on its heels and strode away, not looking back.

Astrid looked to Hiccup for an explanation, who just shrugged and cocked his head. Astrid knew it meant Hiccup really didn't have a clue. He always cocked his head when he was truly confused or didn't know something. It was the first mannerism she picked up on, which proved useful as she could figure out if he didn't want to teach her something because he didn't know or just because he didn't want to.

Hiccup and Astrid guided Ragnarr and Sigrid through two more spots, getting close to five thousand dragons to examine Sigrid and see if she was their rider. In the end, they were no closer to finder her dragon than they were at the beginning. When the last dragon declined Sigrid, a weary Ragnarr returned with his daughter to their skyship for some much deserved rest, leaving Hiccup and Astrid alone.

The magical music of the celebration increased in strength, and the air practically hummed with arcane power. It was an overpowering sensation that drowned the senses, intoxicating, even, in its effects. It felt to Astrid as if she was constantly in a state of drunkenness, and judging from the effects on Hiccup and the other elves, it was much the same for them as well.

"What now?" Astrid asked dreamily as she and Hiccup wandered the woods, simply enjoying the feeling of the magic in the air.

"There's a dance tonight if you want to go," Hiccup responded, his eyes half open, his gait matching the rhythm of the music that permeated the realm, not paying attention to his surroundings or the conversation.

"A dance? Are you asking me to go to a dance with you?" Astrid asked coyly, a faint smirk on her lips.

"I- What? No, no, I just meant that, if you wanted to go, there was a dance tonight, that's all," Hiccup stuttered out, some of the boyish shyness shining through. His brain's faculties quickly returning to working order as he retreated.

"Oh really?" Astrid songsonged in response, a playful smile overtaking her features.

"Yeah, the solstice dance. It's, uh, kind of like a celebration, except you wear masks, and it's kind of anonymous, but not really, and everyone just forgets all the politics and formalities for one night," Hiccup said as he scratched at his shoulder. Another one of the mannerisms Astrid had picked up on. He was nervous.

"Sure, I'd love to go with you," she responded easily, like it wasn't a big deal, forcing him into attending with her. Well, not forcing, Astrid thought to herself, just helping him make the right choice.

A small grin twisted Hiccup's lips upwards, barely noticeable in the twilight shade under the trees. "You'll have to make a mask, first," Hiccup said, his confidence returning.

"What should it look like?" Astrid asked in return, honestly worried. She had never attended a dance, let alone a masked one, on neither Berk nor Nidavellir. It was very much out of her comfort zone.

Hiccup walked over to a nearby tree and whispered to it, before making a small circular gesture with his index finger, and a wooden mask sprouted from the tree. It was small, only covering the eyes and nose. It was hardly a mask that provided anonymity, but Astrid guessed it was more of an implied thing. The dance was a time to relax, to forget who you were outside the celebrations.

Astrid made a quick few mental notes before nodding and Hiccup dismissed the transfigured mask. She had several ideas for what she could make, and all of them were fun. "What's your mask look like?" she asked as they made their way through the neighborhood that Astrid recognized was where their tree was. It took her a couple days to be able to tell apart the trees, to see the city for what it was, and not what it appeared to be. It was still incredibly confusing.

"You'll see," Hiccup said playfully in revenge for her earlier teasing.

Astrid chuckled and darted through the entrance of their tree house, the entrance parting for her wordlessly, before darting up the stairs and making for her room. She had work to do.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Almost three hours later, Astrid sat up straight in her chair, stretching her arms above her head, and examining the mask she had labored to create. It was similar in style to the one Hiccup had shown her, only just covering her eyes and nose, giving the illusion of anonymity. She had borrowed some scales from Stormfly, an array of beautiful cloudy whites and sky blues, and sewn them to a cut out of magically petrified leather. The leather was so thin that the mask appeared to simply be made of dragon scales, but the magic holding its form gave it strength and rigidity.<p>

She was drawn from admiring her work by her door parting. Sharpshot fluttered into her room and squawked in greeting. "Greetings, my lady," the small Terror hailed, "lord Hiccup has asked me to notify you that the dance will begin in an hour."

"Thank you," Astrid said, smiling. She reached into a leather pouch on her desk and withdrew a scrap of jerky she had made some days earlier. Astrid had quickly discovered that the elves would rather eat their own foot than eat one of the animals that they shared the forest with. While it wasn't frowned upon to eat them, it was very odd. Hiccup had instructed her that if she wished to eat meat, she would have to hunt for herself. Hunt she did, with the help of Stormfly, she managed to bag enough game to have a several week supply of dried jerky that would satiate her hunger.

His message delivered, Sharpshot snapped up the jerky that Astrid had tossed into the air for him before cooing in thanks and returning to his duties, whatever they were. Astrid jumped out of her chair and made for her closet. One of the things she enjoyed about the tree house was that it could constantly expand to fit her ever growing wardrobe. Most of it consisted of dwarven leather breeches and jerkins, as well as some silken tunics that were considered quite fancy by the dwarves, who viewed clothing with a strict utilitarianism. New additions were some of the golden embroidered skirts and tunics that the elves favored, an array of leafy greens and pure whites. Almost none of the clothes she had received on Berk fit any longer, either too small or too worn to be seen in public with.

Astrid hummed a song she had heard in passing, one of the many the elves sang in tune with the music of the celebrations. She went through her wardrobe methodically, wanting to look extra beautiful for tonight. After nearly forty-five minutes of deliberation, wasting most of the hour she had to get ready, Astrid eventually made up her mind. She settled on an amalgam of both worlds; dwarven black leather boots that went to her knees, an elven thigh length leafy green skirt, and a feather light lime green blouse with gold embroidery. She modelled herself before a mirror, posing with her axe strapped to her back. In the end she settled for just bringing her dual throwing axes, which she had continued to enchant during her stay on Nidavellir.

She quickly grabbed her mask from her desk, tied it to her face and made sure she looked presentable. Satisfied with her appearance, Astrid nodded once to herself before turning on her heels and walking down to the ground floor of her and Hiccup's tree house.

Astrid noticed the main entrance was open and figured Hiccup was already outside and waiting. Hiccup was standing with his back facing her as he conversed with Toothless in the confines of their minds. Despite the mental communication, Astrid had learned, from both her own actions and watching Hiccup, that it was a natural response to be face-to-face with your dragon, almost as if you were audibly speaking.

When Hiccup noticed Astrid, he turned around. Astrid's breath caught in her throat as she beheld his appearance. His mask was much the same as hers, only instead of blues and whites, it was made of only the purest of blacks. The denseness of the black made it look out of place, otherworldly, when compared to the pallor of his skin and the light of day. He wore a long sleeve simple white tunic made of semi-transparent cloth, the cuffs of the tunic billowed outwards. Worn over the tunic was a black leather jerkin with flared collars. The inside of the jerkin was fleeced with emerald fabric, making his eyes stand out. The rest of his outfit consisted of worn black leather breeches and boots. All-slayer hung off his left hip. Overall, he looked like a dashing brigand from legends.

"Well, good evening, my lady!" Hiccup called, sarcastically, puffing up his chest.

Astrid shared a look of disbelief with Hiccup before the both of them burst into laughter at his bravado. Astrid laughed so hard she had to brace herself with her hands on her knees to stop from keeling over. After nearly five minutes the both of them finally remembered how to breathe correctly and straightened up, wiping tears from their eyes and rubbing their abdomens to ease the pain. "Let's get going then," Hiccup said, barely keeping a giggle at bay. Astrid shook her head and mounted Stormfly while Hiccup leapt into Toothless' saddle.

The two of them glided lazily through the air currents as they headed for the glade that was the center of Miotvior. As they approached the glade, Astrid was surprised to see the shadow of the great tree descend over them, cloaking the glade in darkness. Hiccup made a gesture high up, pointing to the sky. Astrid looked up and saw that the two suns, pale spheres of blue and yellow, were hiding behind the great branches of Miotvior, casting shadows over the glade.

Far below them, the elves were breaking out into song and dance, enjoying the rare cover of darkness that only blessed their home once every decade. By the time Hiccup and Astrid had landed on the ground, the elves had withdrawn several large drums and were beginning to pound on them to the beat of the music in the air. Those who had no instrument to play began to hum loudly, the combination of voices turning into a loud roar which reverberated across the glade. The music, the drums, and the humming drowned out all sound to the point where Astrid couldn't even hear herself talk when she asked Hiccup where they were going as he pulled her through the crowds of elves towards the center.

All around Astrid elves began to break into dance, some not even following the music, off in their own world, their bodies dancing to the music of their minds. The elves not dancing looked on with glee, clapping and beginning to chant a word over and over again rhythmically. Hiccup tugged her forward until they were almost in the center of the clearing before turning on her and performing a mock bow. Astrid stiffened, she didn't know any dances other than the ones the Berkians had. She hadn't learned any dwarven, let alone elven, dances

Astrid gulped down her fear and quickly glanced at the elves dancing around her, seeing if she could at least manage a few of the steps as to not embarrass herself. She trusted Hiccup would lead her through the rest of the dance. The elves that were dancing in pairs were all going through the motions of different steps, and there were more than a few were simply danced alone, content to have the temporary twilight as their partner. There didn't seem to be a specific dance that the elves were performing.

Astrid looked back at Hiccup to find him offering his hand and a smirk on his lips. Astrid gingerly took the proffered hand and swallowed her nerves. If the elves could wing it, so could she. Hiccup placed his free hand on Astrid's hips and Astrid moved her free hand to rest on his back comfortably. Astrid couldn't help the small grin that touched her lips at the closeness of their bodies as Hiccup began leading her through the steps of a random dance that she didn't know. Despite her initial worries, Astrid found that she wasn't scared at all once they had begun dancing.

The two of them danced in the twilight for a time before the tempo of the music increased twofold. Instead of a slow dance, it turned into a fast paced battle of feet. Astrid stalled as they changed pace, unsure of what to do as Hiccup began dancing to his own tune. Hiccup reached out and touched Astrid's mind and she allowed him entrance, the music still too loud to hear each other speak. "Although you never know all the steps, you must learn to join the dance," he said sagely.

Astrid smiled at the advice, knowing it meant more than learning to just join in on the dance at hand. It was advice for life. Throwing all caution to the wind, Astrid broke into her own dance, matching Hiccup despite their dance's differences. Astrid laughed, allowing her tension to dissipate as she enjoyed the moment. The tempo of the music increased again and the elves and Hiccup and Astrid increased their dancing to a blistering pace, using magic to make their bodies move to the rhythm. Above them, dragons circled, playfully dancing in the skies, roaring in tune with the drums, determined not to be outdone by the two-legs below.

The tide of dancers waned and waxed and Astrid found herself separated from Hiccup and dancing with an elven woman, caring little, allowing the magic of the celebration to intoxicate her senses. It was the most fun and most relaxed she had been since… a long time. She didn't miss home, didn't miss Sigrid, didn't have to worry about training. The only thing on her mind was enjoying herself for awhile.

Astrid was surprised when she was pulled from the dancing by her partner and led to a table where she was greeted warmly by a host of elves. They offered her a cup of Gull'logr and unlike the other times, she relented and took a drink. The golden liqueur was surprisingly bitter, but not so much as when she stole a sip of Hiccup's on Berk. After the first drink, the rest went down smooth and sweet until the bitterness was no longer present. She was also surprised to find that she didn't mind the elven diet for once and actually enjoyed the salads, vegetables, and fruits the elves sustained themselves with.

Astrid said her partings to her hosts and took a large wineskin of liqueur with her as she waded back into the sea of dancers to find Hiccup. She found herself skipping between elves, allowing herself to be swept up by the magical music of the celebrations. Astrid took a long draught from the wineskin and looked around, trying to find the mess of auburn hair she knew belonged to Hiccup. It wasn't as hard as she thought, as she had noticed, their dragons didn't tend to leave their sides often. She was acutely aware of Stormfly flying above her, enjoying the celebrations but keeping one eye on her rider. Therefore, it was quite easy to find Hiccup. Just look for the giant black dragon.

Astrid weaved through the crowd, heading towards a small clearing in the glade where Toothless was circling above, playfully chasing other dragons. Taking another sip from the wineskin, Astrid peered through the crowd to look into the clearing. Her breath caught in her chest as she watched Hiccup twirl Auriel through the steps of a dance, their pace blistering. Next to them, Agvior was doing the same dance with queen Zophiel. A pang of jealousy coursed through Astrid as she saw, rather than heard, Auriel laugh gleefully as she let Hiccup lead her through the dance. "That bitch," Astrid cursed under her breath where she knew no one could hear her.

Astrid felt Stormfly laugh at her jealousy and knew it was petty, but it was there nonetheless. The crowd erupted into cheers as the four of them finished their dances and Hiccup scratched his shoulder in nervousness at their cheers, eliciting a small smile on Astrid's part. Hiccup's eyes darted through the crowd, examining each, looking for someone. His eyes fell upon Astrid and he turned and began walking towards her. Astrid's smile grew to a smirk as she watched Auriel's face contort in a small, barely noticeable scowl.

Before Hiccup could reach Hiccup, an unscrupulous looking elf walked up to Hiccup and shook his hand, leaning in to whisper something in his ear. As quick as he had arrived, the elf left after greeting Hiccup. Hiccup turned to look at the elf as he walked away, a quizzical look on his face. Astrid left the crowd and made her way over to Hiccup, taking another sip of the sickly sweet liqueur inside.

The two of them shared a look for a moment before the elves began walking forward to gather at the fore of the glade, before the raised platform where the queen's table was. Hiccup nodded his head in the direction everyone was walking and Astrid nodded in response, the two of them walking side by side to watch with everyone else. Countless hundreds of thousands of dragons circled above them, including Toothless and Stormfly. It seemed that the celebrations were coming to an end. Crushing sadness settled onto Astrid as she realized they had failed. They had not found Sigrid's bonded dragon in time. Her friend would likely die.

Seated at the table was Zophiel, Auriel, Agvior, the elven advisors, Ragnarr, Magnhildr, and to both Hiccup and Astrid's surprise, Sigrid. The magical music began to dull as its magic faded, allowing sound to be heard once more. "My people," Zophiel said as she stood, enhancing her voice's power with magic, "another decade we have spent secluded in our woods. Another decade we celebrate our mother, Yggdrasil. Too long have we not played an active part in opposing Ragnarok, and I say we idle no more. After tonight, we muster our forces for war!"

The crowd quieted to hear their queen speak, memorizing every word as they realized this was the beginning of history being made. "We, the children of Yggdrasil, march for Hvelgermir. Too long has our mother suffered the ache of the foul parasite gnawing at her roots. Too long have we done nothing. We march to slay the Nidhogg and restore our powers to what they were before all of Creation. Then the Betrayer will know our fury for what he has done, the lives he has taken by instigating war between us and the dark elves. We will slay him and bring an end to this war once for all, and our deeds will be sung from now until eternity!" the queen roared, raising a fist as she finished her speech. The elves cheered and applauded their queen.

Astrid couldn't help but feel nervous. She didn't have time to put her fears into words, however, as the many hundreds of thousands of dragons above roared as one, causing the ground itself to tremble. The elves, and Hiccup and Astrid, instantly raised their hands to their ears to try and block out the sound, whispering spells under their breaths to ease the pain. Hiccup and Astrid looked up to see what had caused the disturbance and noticed a lone dragon break away from the swarm and begin to descend upon the crowd of elves, heading for the raised platform where the queen had given her speech. Astrid squinted and activated her enhancement magic, trying to see what the dragon was doing.

She didn't have to wait long until the dragon dropped down onto the raised platform gracefully. What shocked Astrid, and Hiccup, was that they knew this dragon. It looked just as grizzled as when Hiccup and Astrid had first met it, half its middle horn missing, cleanly cut. A large scar ran horizontally from its right horn, over its right eye, and down its cheek, nearly two feet long. He was a beautiful, deep leafy green color, like pine needles. The dragon was large and muscular, nearly twenty feet from head to tail, ten feet from head to foot, and armored in thick plates of scale and bone. Well defined muscle covered his legs and shoulders to carry the extra weight of the dragon's natural armor. At the end of his long tail was an oval shaped club covered in natural spikes that was the size of a man's torso. It was a frighteningly ferocious picture.

They beheld the old Rhumblehorn, the one they had greeted their first day of searching, the same one that had spoken to them about Sigrid earlier that day. The Rhumblehorn paid no heed to the queen nor any other occupant of the platform.

Except one.

Sigrid.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Darkness. An endless darkness in every direction that stretched on for eternity. The darkness was welcoming, comforting, even, in its warmth. There was no reason to fear the darkness, the darkness was her friend. At first she had been terrified, shouting out for her friends and family, calling out for help, for anyone, any living thing to answer her call. Anything to let her know she was still among the living.<p>

Time had no power over the darkness. At first, she couldn't tell how long she had been in the darkness after her initial panic subsided. Hours? Days? Weeks? Months? Years, even? Then she came upon one of the truths of the darkness; it didn't matter. The darkness was her friend, there was no reason to run from the darkness, but embrace it like an old friend. In the end, no one escaped the darkness. There was no use running from it, no use in hiding. In the end, darkness always finds you. Yes, better to embrace the darkness. Better to revel in its embrace than to struggle against it.

And yet, despite the comfort of the darkness, she felt uncomfortable now. It was the first time she had felt uncomfortable in the darkness since she had first arrived at her personal oblivion. She tossed and turned in the embrace of darkness, trying to find her usual comfort, to no avail. It felt as if she was sore all over, as if she had been sitting for too long and her buttocks had grown numb. The feeling puzzled her, as the darkness never made her feel sore. It made her feel rested and well and comfortable. This was not the feeling of the darkness. It was the feeling of something else, something not of the darkness.

That was when she realized something was wrong. She shouldn't be able to feel anything else in the darkness. The darkness was eternal and all consuming. There was nothing else, could be nothing else, but darkness. So she did something she had not done in a long, long time. She opened her eyes. There was no need to see in the darkness, so she had long ago abandoned her sight to focus on other senses. She blinked, not seeing anything but darkness. Strange, she thought, as how could she feel something not of the darkness but yet there is nothing but darkness?

She tossed and turned, looking this way and that, looking for the source of her discomfort with open eyes now. The darkness was everywhere, except for there. A small sliver, a pin prick, barely large enough for a needle to fit in. But it was there. Light. A light in the darkness. That was what was causing her discomfort. She decided to stamp out that discomfort and return to the blissful nothingness of darkness.

She made her way to the light, her body unfeeling. There was no need for self in the darkness, only a need to be the darkness. She ran at the light, sensing an urgency to quell its insurrection of the darkness. Strange, there was no need for emotion in the darkness. Why did she feel a need to act, then, she thought. The sliver of light grew more intense and larger the closer she got to it, banishing the darkness. More things became apparent to her. She could feel her body, sense her fingers and toes and how stiff they were. How sore her buttocks and back felt, like she was sitting in a lecture from her father for several hours. Her father. Her mother. Hiccup! Astrid! Memories came rushing back, the feel of wind in her face, the smell of salt in the sea, the scent of blood in the air, the heat of flame licking her flesh, the pain of lightning coursing through her skull.

But, above all, she felt calm. It was a strange calm, one that she knew she shouldn't be feeling. One that was out of place. After all that had happened to her, all the horrors inflicted upon her flesh, she should not feel this sense of calm, but she did. Determined to know what the source of this calm was, she made a choice. To leave the comfort of the darkness. She would not forget it, how could she, but she needed to know what this calm was. When it was her time, she would return to the darkness, this time for good, but that time was not now.

No, now was for the light. She opened her eyes, just barely, a strange action for one that already had their eyes open. Was this a dream? Was this what was waiting on the other side of the light? Her body felt heavy and lethargic, but yet despite the pain and uncomfort, she was glad to be back. Back? Back where? She dashed such thoughts aside and focused on finding the source of the calm that was coursing through her veins.

Her eyes flickered over a… table, and food! Food, oh how she missed food, and she noticed a raging hunger in her belly waiting to be unleashed. But that could wait. The calm! Find the calm! Her eyes raised, looking for the source of the calm. In front of her, and below her, was a sea of people. But not her people, not dwarves, but people. Their ears were long and pointed, like daggers, like Hiccup's ears! They must be elves, she thought, but put that thought, too, aside. The source of the calm came first.

And that was when she noticed the dragon. He was beautiful, the most beautiful dragon she had ever seen. A deep dark green color with golden eyes that seemed to pierce her very soul. She knew that this dragon was the source of the calm that had drawn her from the darkness. The dragon seemed to see her stir and moved forward, knocking away the table and food, not caring for such things. The dragon stood before her, their eyes locked, neither being able to look away. She felt like she could look into those eyes forever, to bathe in the calm they exuded.

But she felt something was missing, like she was missing a part of herself. She had to remedy such feelings if she was to enjoy the calm fully. She felt in the deepest recesses of her mind, that if she could just reach out and touch this dragon, she would be well and whole again, free to enjoy the calm for eternity. Through great effort, she willed her arm to rise to no avail. Her body felt sluggish and heavy, as if she was wearing weights. So, she started small, and worked her way up. First was her pinky, then her ring finger, then her middle finger, then her index finger, and finally her thumb. Next was her wrist, then her elbow, and then her shoulder. She felt her muscles burn from the smallest of movements but persevered.

After what seemed like an eternity, Sigrid raised her hand and placed it on the snout of the Rhumblehorn.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Every elf, every dragon, every living creature, even the trees, watched in awe, holding their breaths, fearful to breathe, speak, or even think. All eyes were focussed, unblinking, on the Rhumblehorn and Sigrid.<p>

Astrid had no need to hold her breath, she couldn't even breathe. Her vision swam as she forced herself to take a gasp of air, but her eyes remained unblinking, tears starting to pool from not blinking for so long. Astrid spared the briefest of glances to her right to see Hiccup's reaction and saw him in a similar state. Her eyes immediately darted back to Sigrid.

Astrid felt the crackle of magic in the very fabric of creation, ancient and all powerful, beyond anyone's comprehension. Time seemed to slow to a crawl as Sigrid opened her eyes. Tears streamed down Astrid's face and she knew that Sigrid would be okay. Sigrid seemed to do nothing for a time, every second that she idled every elf felt like jumping to her aid, eager to see the ritual completed, but they were rooted to the spot, unable to move, none willing to chance missing this moment.

After an unbearably long period of time, Sigrid raised her head to look at the Rhumblehorn in front of her. The dragon crushed the table and stood directly in front of Sigrid, kneeling and looking into her eyes. Astrid, with her enhanced vision, saw Sigrid wiggle her fingers, willing her arm to move, and she had to quell the instinct to rush to her aid. No, she had to do this on her own. After what seemed to be years of waiting, Sigrid raised her arm and reached out. The Rhumblehorn leaned forward, meeting her halfway, and touched its snout to the palm of Sigrid's hand.

The air burned with magic as two minds were unmade and reforged, stronger than the sum of their parts, greater than either could ever be apart. The bonding took only seconds yet the very fabric of creation seemed to tremble for an eternity in the thunder of the combined roars of the dragons above and the cheers of the elves below at their union. Hiccup and Astrid couldn't restrain themselves and joined in on the cheers, howling in happiness and victory. Sigrid would be fine, she would be more than fine, she would have the life of her dreams.

Astrid squealed in happiness as the cheers died down and pulled Hiccup into a crushing bear hug. To her surprise, in a rare display of emotion, Hiccup returned the gesture, leaning in and returning the hug. His touch was like lightning on her skin and Astrid's heart skipped a beat in surprise. The hug lasted only a few seconds but to Astrid they were some of the best seconds of her young life.

Hiccup returned to cheering with the rest of the elves and Astrid took a long drink from her wineskin. On the platform Ragnarr and Magnhildr had their daughter in a hug, tears streaming down their faces. The Rhumblehorn laid down and curled up around the dwarven family, exhausted from the bonding process. Sigrid herself had tears running down her cheeks as she realized that she was finally back in the realm of the living.

The elves crowded the platform, rushing to congratulate the new rider and learn her name so that she may be carved into the annals of history. Hiccup and Astrid stayed back, simply content to enjoy the moment with each other that Sigrid had pulled through her ordeal. The magical music of the celebrations increased in its power until Astrid's head swam in the tune. She took another drink of her wineskin and felt content and happy, and maybe a little intoxicated. It was then that Astrid made up her mind and took another drink of liquid courage before putting her plan into action.

Astrid slipped her hand into Hiccup's, lacing their fingers together, and pulled him out of the glade and towards the woods. Hiccup fought her for all of half a second before acquiescing and following her away from the crowd and into the woods. Astrid handed him her wineskin and he took a long drink, the golden liquid running down his neck. It didn't appear as if his mouth was working correctly after witnessing the bonding. Astrid didn't blame him, her own body was trembling from joy. Hiccup himself was drunk on magic and joy, if not liqueur.

Astrid tugged Hiccup forward, hardly able to contain her giggling as they both barely kept on their feet as they trudged through the woods. Perhaps they had both had too much to drink. The groups of celebrating elves thinned as they moved farther and farther into the woods, away from prying eyes and ears. Now that the celebrations were coming to end, and word of Sigrid's bonding spread, there were little elves in the woods surrounding the glade.

Astrid could feel the magical music still humming in the air, and where at first she had resisted its lull, now she gave into it willingly, abandoning herself to the magic, letting it lead her where it may. Astrid skipped to the rhythm of the music and behind her she heard Hiccup laugh a little, the noise making her heart clench. She wanted to hear that sound more often, all the time in fact. Hiccup didn't laugh enough, didn't smile enough, wasn't happy enough. He deserved happiness. She could give him that.

Astrid took another swig from the wineskin, letting the liquid courage course through her veins. When Astrid judged that they had gotten far enough away from any living thing, she led Hiccup behind the closest tree and rounded on him. "Hiccup..." she whispered, her voice low and sultry, surprising both herself and him.

Sapphire met emerald and their eyes held each other's gaze as Astrid hesitated. Did she really want to do this? Risk this? Astrid asked herself. She looked into the pools of emerald in front of her for the answer. She found it instantly. Yes, she did.

"I love you," she said confidently, not slurring her words or averting her gaze.

Hiccup stood straighter against the tree trunk he had been leaning against, his eyes wide and focussed now.

"I've loved you for a long time, even before you came back to Berk as a rider," she paused to take another sip from the wineskin, and she wasn't sure if she was more drunk on alcohol than magic. Probably both.

"I watched you, you know, before you left, after I found out you were the one who made my axe. I had always heard the village talk, how you were useless, but when I looked at my axe, I couldn't help but see anything but useless, so I watched you," Astrid said, her feelings spilling from her lips unbidden.

"How you worked so diligently in the forge, how you tried so hard to fit in, how you never gave up even after countless failures. It was endearing. And then, suddenly, you left," Astrid said, unshed tears in her eyes.

"At first I was angry, angry that you had beaten me in dragon training, angry that you could betray our way of life so easily, angry that you could just up and leave with no regret. But then I had time to think, time to understand. You were so brave, so strong, not in body, but in heart. Despite all the emotional and physical abuse from Berk, you still tried, and tried, and tried. And in the end, when you knew we wouldn't change, you made a decision. You chose to leave. You weren't chased off the island like some criminal, you made a choice, you chose. You chose to leave the only home you ever knew and go out into the world to make your own way, at fifteen. That was true bravery, more so than I or anyone else on the island could have mustered. I admire that," Astrid said, her voice gaining confidence as she went on.

"There's other things I admire too, of course. You're smart, so smart I embarrass myself just trying to be your equal. All the inventions, discovering the truth about dragons, how good you are at magic and mental combat. You're kind, despite your childhood, you're still kind. You treat others well because you know what it's like to be… treated like that," she said, choking over the thought of how everyone, herself included, had treated Hiccup at times on Berk during their childhood.

"And then you went out into the world and came back stronger than ever, and a better person than all of us. I love you, Hiccup, all of you, the good and the bad. The boy in the forge caught my attention, the man on the dragon stole my heart. I love you," she repeated, before taking a step forward towards Hiccup.

"I…" Hiccup whispered, he had remained standing at attention, the same shocked look on his face during the entire confession. Astrid waited for his response on baited breath.

"... I can't," he choked out in a whisper, before leaning further back into the trunk of the tree and disappearing into it, turning to shadow, leaving Astrid standing alone in the woods.

Astrid stood, wide eyed, staring at the place Hiccup had disappeared into for several minutes before the tears came streaming down her face. A moment later, Stormfly was at her rider's side, trying to comfort her in her moment of heartbreak.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>A lone elf strode confidently, his back straight, his gait smooth, through the large entrance of his father's cave. It was their usual meeting spot, when he had missions on Alfheim, and no other living being, save for his brothers and sister, could find the cave, let alone enter it. But still, he was cautious, and waited until further in to relax.<p>

When the first torches flickered into existence, the elf knew it was safe to undo his guise. His face contorted, his ears shrunk and rounded, and his heighth shortened back to his natural height. He was a handsome boy for his age, nearly two thousand years of age. Long black hair that fell to his shoulders, piercing lime green eyes which he despised, as they weren't the dark shade of emerald that his father possessed. His skin was pale, but not unnaturally so. It was the pallor of a man who walked in the shadows. All his brothers walked in the shadows.

The man walked purposefully into a large antechamber, in the center was two stone stools protruding from the floor of the cave. He walked over to a stool and sat upon it and channeled his magic into the stone, willing it to life. Opposite him, a figure flickered into existence in an ethereal emerald light.

"Ah, Narfi, my son. How was your mission?" the man sitting opposite him, who had flickered into existence, asked. He was a tall and slender man, yet not petite. He had the body not of a warrior, but at the same time he exuded an air of power about him, as if he would strike you down with words as a warrior would with a sword. He had long black hair that fell to his shoulders and dark emerald eyes, almost black in color.

Narfi inclined his head in a gesture of respect. "It went well, father. I delivered the message to brother discreetly. The rest is up to him. Are you sure you wish to trust him with this? If he fails, it will be disastrous. Either he would die or the elves would become powerful enough to stand against us," he advised his father.

"I have the utmost faith in your brother, he will accomplish his task flawlessly, empowering himself and crippling the elves at the same time. When the time comes to strike, he will stand with our family and crush those who oppose us underfoot," the man responded cooly.

Narfi nodded again. "Very well, father," he acquiesced.

"Your mission on Alfheim is complete. Return to Asgard with haste, disguise yourself as one of the palace guards, and gather information. I will contact you again when we are ready to move once more," the man commanded.

Narfi nodded and stood, turning and heading back the way he came. His features once again took on those of an elf as he walked out the entrance of the cave. The man remained sitting on the stone stool, his own magic maintaining the connection, watching his son depart.

Loki smirked and allowed the connection to be severed.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

_***sighs heavily* **_Sorry for the late update, this was just one of those chapters I was not happy with and I've labored over it for a few more days and just can't seem to be happy with it. I figure I'll leave it up to you guys to judge how well I did, leave a review and let me know how this chapter flowed. I feel like it's really choppy.

**I'm an evil bastard, I know. Before anyone leaves a review complaining about how this isn't a Hiccstrid ship, CALM DOWN, Hiccstrid will get here when it gets here, which is at the end of this arc after the battle against the Nidhogg. **How was the confession? Too corny? I feel like it was a little… but at the same time it showed all the reasons behind why Astrid fell for Hiccup. We'll see a similar confession, Hiccup's next time, when the truth all comes out.

So a few chapters back I talked about the length of my story, which I think I estimated to be about one million words in length. It has come to my attention that that is a similar length to the entirety of the Harry Potter books, and needless to say, that is a shit ton of words. I've since looked at my story, being its my first one, and decided to go for something a little less ambitious. The new estimate is approximately 400k words, which I feel is long enough to be practice for my eventual novel I'd like to write some day, and at the same time tell a good story.

Next chapter will be the last time we see Sigrid for… a long time. I hope you guys liked how I handled her bonding. **What did you guys make of my first attempt at a serious OC? **I'm going to begin fleshing out other characters now, mainly Auriel and her brother for the Alfheim story arc, but also Loki and his sons and daughter.

Speaking of which… we did see a little of that at the end of this chapter, didn't we? Narfi is the son of Loki by his wife Sigyn. There are others, such as Jormungandr, Fenrir, Hel, and Vali. In Norse mythology, Vali is transformed into a wolf by the Aesir and kills his brother Narfi, and the Aesir use the entrails of Narfi to bind Loki to three stones, after which his entrails turned to iron, sealing him. A venomous snake is placed above Loki and drips flesh eating venom upon him. Loki's wife, Sigyn, holds a bowl that collects the venom preventing it from hurting Loki. When she empties the bowl, the venom eats away at Loki until she returns to do it again. This process repeats until he breaks free and begins Ragnarok. Just a little history of Norse mythology for you.

We will see Sigrid again when the Ragnarok war begins in earnest, where she will join what I dub 'the A-team' which is a grouping of main characters that will be fighting against Loki.

The drink the elves like is the golden water, Gull'logr, in case you forgot the name. Hell, I forgot the name and had to look at the previous chapter to find it.

_**Thanks for reading and please leave a review,**_

- Musica


	16. Trouble in Paradise

_**Warning:**_ graphic violence towards the end of the chapter.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"Hiccup!" Toothless roared as he darted through the trees, his body too large to navigate the woods easily.<p>

"Hiccup wait!" Toothless tried again, desperation seeping into his voice.

Below Toothless, Hiccup half ran, half staggered through the woods of Alfheim, trying desperately to outrun his inner demons, to no avail.

"Hiccup, please! Stop!" Toothless tried again, beating his wings to propel him faster than his rider's legs could carry him.

Hiccup burst through the brushes and into a small clearing and Toothless made his move, pouncing on his rider and pinning him to the ground before he could flee even farther. Tears streamed down Hiccup's face, his forearm draped over his eyes to shield his visage from Toothless. Small plumes of shadow, black as Toothless was, billowed off Hiccup as his magic came undone.

Toothless' heart ached to see his rider in such pain, and it was a pain that he could not relieve. A pain of the heart. "Hiccup…" Toothless cooed soothingly, trying to provide the emotional support that he so desperately needed.

Hiccup sucked in a breath of air, trying to calm himself. It helped little. Toothless felt his rider tremble in his embrace, the emotional pain coursing through their bond allowed him to feel every thought and emotion going through Hiccup's head. It was a flood of sadness, despair, pity, and self hate. Hiccup wiped at his face, trying to dry his tears, but they kept coming.

Toothless nuzzled Hiccup gently and playfully gave him a lick, making his hair stand up on end, slick with saliva. "Hiccup, please, let me help you," Toothless tried again, desperately wanting to alleviate the pain in his rider's heart however he could. He would go mad if he remained in such a pained state for a prolonged period of time.

Hiccup took rapid breaths of air, trying to get his voice to work, his mind not being able to reply to his bonded dragon telepathically. When he found his voice, it was strained and cracked, devoid of the power and confidence it usually had. "I knew it would be like this," he cursed. He sounded broken and his voice's tone made Toothless' heart clench.

"You could have accepted her," Toothless offered, knowing it wouldn't help.

"You know I couldn't have!" Hiccup snapped, his voice laced with anger. "She would never have understood, she would have seen me for what I am and hated me for it."

"You know that is not true," Toothless scolded.

"It is!" Hiccup quipped, struggling to get out from under Toothless' embrace. "The stories have vilified him to such a degree that she would have hated him and me out of hand, not even listening to me. Even if she didn't, she could never join us, she wouldn't join us. We would end up as enemies, and it's too painful to bear loving her and then turning on her in the end. I can't do that."

Toothless huffed out a sigh and collapsed on top of his rider, pinning him gingerly under his great weight. Hiccup growled in frustration and stilled, holding his head in the palms of both his hands. "She would have understood. Maybe not agreed with, or liked, but she would have understood. That's what love is," Toothless said sagely.

Fresh tears ran down Hiccup's face and he groaned from the pain wracking his heart and mind. "What do I do…" he cried to no one in particular.

Toothless nuzzled Hiccup, trying to comfort him. "I fear that in sparing her from the truth you have caused her more pain than if you had simply told her the truth in the first place," Toothless said softly.

"I can't tell her, Toothless, it's not an option," Hiccup said sternly, trying to wipe away the fresh tears. His eyes felt sore and puffy already. He hated crying. It reminded him too much of Berk.

"If you can't tell her the truth, and you can't bare lying to her, then you're stuck like this," Toothless said.

Hiccup groaned in frustration. Toothless sensed that his rider's mood was beginning to wane and let him up. Hiccup simply lay on the ground, staring at the sky. Steeling his resolve, he wiped the last of his tears away and sniffed to clear his nose. Toothless gave him the awkward dragon smile and nudged him towards the saddle.

A sad smile touched Hiccup's lips as he mounted Toothless and the two of them took to the skies, taking shelter from their hardships in each other's company.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid lay in a ball, curled upon herself, rocking back and forth as Stormfly cooed in worry above her. Tears streamed down her face, and had been for the past fifteen minutes, with no sign of stopping in sight. Her body was wracked by tremors, unable to calm itself in the wake of her emotional turmoil.<p>

"Hatchling..." Stormfly whispered, laying down and curling around her rider, draping her wings over Astrid protectively in a futile gesture to shield her from the storm of her emotions.

"You have to breathe, hatchling," Stormfly said softly. Astrid's breaths came quick and short, her tremors and tears preventing her from breathing normally.

Astrid focused on controlling her breathing, an exercise she had practiced for years to calm her nerves before battle. It wasn't working now. "H-he doesn't-" her voice rang out before breaking, another fit of crying coming over her.

Stormfly made a small noise in the back of her throat, as if at a loss of words. "I do not claim to know the workings of the two-legs' hearts, but I do not believe that Hiccup does not care for you. You would be a fool to not realize that," she chided.

Another fit of sobs echoed from Astrid. It took her nearly five minutes to regain the composure to reply to her dragon. "M-maybe, but not in the way that I care for him," she said quietly, barely audible.

"He loves Auriel, I should have seen that from the moment we got here. I was so stupid-" Astrid was saying before Stormfly cut her off, snapping her jaws menacingly.

"Hatchling, you know that is not true. You're letting your emotions get the better of you. How many times did he leave your side for hers?" Stormfly chided.

Astrid's mind couldn't handle going through her memories, she couldn't recall. "The answer is zero. Not once did he leave you for her until you were swept up in the dance," Stormfly answered for her.

"Then why?" Astrid asked, trying desperately to halt the tears falling freely to no avail.

Stormfly cooed reassuringly, trying to calm her rider, before answering her question. "We all have our secrets, hatchling. Perhaps there is something holding him back, something that prevents him from surrendering to his feelings for you," she answered.

Astrid couldn't help but smile sadly at the thought. She didn't think Hiccup didn't care for her, she would never have made her feelings known if she didn't think with relative certainty that they would be returned. "Like what?" Astrid asked.

"I do not know. Perhaps his duties with the Order, perhaps the impending war against the Nidhogg, perhaps even Ragnarok itself," Stormfly answered, shaking her head in mock confusion.

Astrid sat in silence for a time, contemplating her dragon's words while she tried to calm the storm within her. It was hard at first, but Astrid Hofferson wasn't one to be beaten by anything or anyone, let alone herself. After nearly an hour, Astrid sat up straight and smirked. "That's my hatchling," Stormfly squawked, moving to stand.

Astrid chuckled sadly as she wiped the last of her tears from her eyes, her blouse she wore for the dance now damp from absorbing all the tears. "What do I do now?" she asked Stormfly quietly.

Stormfly beheld her rider, observing her, trying to think of a fitting answer.

"Whatever you can," Stormfly settled for.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid wandered through the woods aimlessly, lost in her thoughts, trying to decide what she wanted to do next. She didn't feel strong enough to confront Hiccup after what happened the previous night, but she needed to do something. In the end, she decided she would visit Sigrid and see how she was holding up. In her heartache she had forgotten all about her friend, now fully healed, and the guilt of choosing Hiccup over Sigrid was beginning to eat away at her. Between the two problems, only seeing Sigrid was doable.<p>

Making up her mind, Astrid set for the dwarven skyship at the far end of the glade in front of Miotvior. Stormfly followed behind, keeping a close eye on her rider in case she was needed. Any elves who seemed intent on greeting her were sent away with death glares and vicious snarls, none of which were noticed by Astrid, too lost in her thoughts as she was. Astrid heard, rather than saw, the skyship. The dwarves were clearly in the throes of their own celebrations, their princess healed and well once more. Despite the turmoil her heart was still in, Astrid couldn't help but smile.

"Come on, girl," Astrid called to Stormfly as she picked up her pace. Stormfly leapt into the air and glided on deck while Astrid climbed up the gangplank. The dwarves singing and cheering was louder now and she could pick up on the victory songs they sang.

Astrid pushed open the door of the leading below deck and walked into a spacious room filled with long tables and chairs. Dwarves stood upon the tables, dancing around each other in circles, a tankard of mead in their free hands. More still sat or stood on the deck, clapping and cheering and singing. Musicians sat on wooden stools nearby, playing their instruments. It was a merry sight. At the fore of the galley was a long table with three occupants, including the one she wanted to see most; Ragnarr, Magnhildr, and Sigrid.

Astrid smiled as she weaved through the maze of clearly drunken dwarves and made her way to Sigrid. She was practically knee deep in a feast of dwarven delicacies, obviously intent on making up for lost time. Ragnarr and Magnhildr noticed Astrid approach and nodded their heads in respect, a gesture that they had previously reserved only for Hiccup. Astrid returned the nod and grabbed a nearby chair before seating herself at the table, opposite Sigrid.

Sigrid continued to devour what appeared to be a like rodent like creature with eight legs. "Well, it's good to see your appetite hasn't diminished these past two years," Astrid jested.

Sigrid looked up, half a leg of meat in her mouth, looking at Astrid. Recognition hit her like a stampeding dragon and she leapt across the table and embraced Astrid in a fierce hug, still chewing. "Astrid!" she squealed in greeting.

Astrid immediately lunged forward to catch her, afraid that in her frailty she would injure herself. Ragnarr and Magnhildr did the same. "Well, you certainly don't seem to have just woke up from a two year coma," Astrid commented sarcastically as she squeezed Sigrid gently and pushed her back towards her seat.

"I know, hard to imagine isn't it? These potions the elves have me drinking really help. I feel great, all things considering," Sigrid said as she tore into her meal once more.

Astrid was content just to see Sigrid up and living for once. "So… tell me, how have things been?" Sigrid asked.

Astrid chuckled at her nonchalance. "Where should I start?" she asked.

"I don't remember much after you escaped through the window. Just fighting some of those… things, and then darkness. Next thing I know, I'm surrounded by a bunch of pointy ears bonding with a dragon," Sigrid said, eying the Rhumblehorn whom she had bonded with, who was curled up in the corner sleeping.

Astrid followed her gaze. "Alright, but first, what is his name?" Astrid asked, interested to know the dragon who had saved Sigrid.

Sigrid just smirked. The Rhumblehorn's mind reached out and prodded Astrid's own. His touch was firm, but not rude. Astrid lowered her defences and allowed him to speak with her. "I am called Hlif, he who weathers all storms," the Rhumblehorn, Hlif, introduced himself. His voice was deep and bass and rumbling, making him sound old and powerful. If there was one thing Astrid had learned about dragons, it was that they were as vain as any human.

"It is good to meet you, officially, that is. I'm Astrid, bonded rider of Stormfly," Astrid said, introducing herself respectfully. The Rhumblehorn made a rumbling sound in the back of his throat in acceptance of their greetings.

Sigrid still had the grin plastered on her face. "He's perfect, isn't he?" Sigrid boasted.

Astrid laughed. "Show off," she chided.

"So," Sigrid asked, flourishing her fork playfully in askance.

"So… after I left, I went and found Hiccup as fast as Stormfly would fly. We found him, rushed back on Toothless, flying faster than the gods themselves. Hiccup rescued you and we fled back to Steinn'garor to find healers for you," Astrid explained, shortening her life threatening ordeal to a few words.

Sigrid hummed to herself as she enjoyed a long sip of mead. "Faster than the gods, huh?" she opted to ask when she placed her cup on the table.

Astrid smirked, knowing Sigrid would be kicking herself for days for missing the flight. "You should have seen it. Toothless glowed a brilliant hue of sky blue and increased his speeds to beyond anything I've ever seen. We were so fast that in our wake the wind destroyed stone and our voices were lost to the air," Astrid said, spinning the tale.

Sigrid looked at her in disbelief before her eyes shifted sideways, looking at Hlif. Astrid knew they were discussing the story amongst themselves. When her eyes returned to Astrid, Sigrid looked almost jealous. "I always miss the fun stuff," she sighed.

"Indeed, maybe next time you'll think twice before committing deeds of heroism," Astrid jested.

Sigrid laughed and Astrid joined her. Ragnarr and Magnhildr looked on fondly as the two women reaquainted themselves.

"So, what else? Two years is a lot of time, you look… different, stronger even," Sigrid said.

Astrid smirked, knowing Sigrid would be appalled that Astrid had become stronger than her in their absence. For the next three hours Astrid regaled Sigrid with stories of training she had to endure for the two years they stayed on Nidavellir. She then began explaining what had happened since coming to Alfheim, omitting the part about the queen's imminent plans to invade Hvergelmir, but including the part of Hiccup's rejection of her, with some embarrassment.

"Why that little-" Sigrid ranted, her face turning beet red, even more so due to her pallor, "when I get my hands on him, he'll be jealous of eunuchs by the time I'm through teaching him a lesson."

Astrid laughed, partly at the joke, or what she hoped was a joke, and partly to alleviate her embarrassment. She knew Ragnarr and Magnhildr, and possibly others, had heard the story as well. "Yes, well, I was a little forceful. The magic of the celebration does weird things to your head," Astrid said, trying to excuse herself and placate Sigrid.

"The little shit doesn't know what he passed up on. Men would happily go to war for the smallest of chances to win your hand," Sigrid spat, still fuming.

Astrid was about to explain Stormfly's theory, but was spared from doing so, as another entered the galley and made his way over to the table. Astrid watched as Ragnarr and Magnhildr's faces paled. She turned in her chair and saw Agvior weaving through the still celebrating dwarves, two elven guards flanking him. Astrid recognized one of them as the unscrupulous looking elf that had greeted Hiccup the night of their dance, but thought nothing of it.

Agvior stood before the table and sat down on nothing but air, but before he could fall, the wood of the deck sprung to life and produced a small, but comfortable, chair for him to sit upon. Astrid made a note that as soon as she could find a library she would be combing it for information about how he was able to manipulate plant life so easily. Sigrid watched the newcomer with scepticism. "It is good to finally meet, Sigrid," the old elf greeted, nodding his head, "I am Agvior, one of the elders of the Order as well as Hiccup's former master."

Astrid saw Sigrid sit up straighter in her chair as Agvior introduced himself, the importance of his position clear to her. "I trust you know why I am here?" Agvior asked gently.

Sigrid nodded, knowing her fate. "I've taken it upon myself to guide you to Asgard and the headquarters of the Order. There, we will find a master for you and you will be trained in our ways. I have several friends, dwarven riders, whom I believe would take on an apprentice of their own people despite having been retired for some time," Agvior explained.

Sigrid nodded again, sharing a look with Hlif. "Don't worry, training does not last for more than a few years at most. After you are knighted, you are free to do what you will unless called upon by the Order," Agvior said, a sad smile on his face.

Sigrid just smirked. "Don't worry, I'll complete it in record time, the fastest rider to complete their training in history," she boasted.

Agvior chuckled to himself. "You have quite the task then between Hiccup and Thor, prodigies, those lads. Both finished their training in under a year," he said with mirth.

Astrid, and Sigrid to some extent, were struck dumb. "No way," Astrid breathed, "Hiccup did everything he taught me, and more, all in under a year?"

Agvior smiled proudly, sitting up straighter in his chair. "My boy Hiccup is a natural prodigy, a genius some say. Of course, I may have helped him along the way," Agvior boasted.

Astrid and Sigrid shared a look before busting into laughter, which Agvior joined them in. Behind them, the elven guard whom Astrid recognized scowled.

The three riders exchanged pleasantries for some time before Agvior stood and excused himself. "I have business to attend to before we leave, but I shall return here tomorrow morn and then we shall be off. You may take what belongings you wish, but the less you bring, the better," Agvior said, before bowing and leaving, the two guards falling in line behind him. As he walked away, the chair sunk back into the deck as if it had never been there in the first place.

Astrid and Sigrid talked the night away until the wee hours of the morn, not caring that Sigrid would have to be packed and ready to leave in a few hours time. They were simply glad to meet again, before the afterlife.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Agvior and his two guards returned to the grand tree with haste, their return journey only taking several tens of minutes. The three elves took one of the small portals at the base of the tree and were transported to the throne room antechamber where a host of elves were gathered; the queen, Auriel, the queen's advisors, and in the corner of the room, leaning against a wall, Hiccup. The two guards took their leave, waiting outside the doors of the throne room, ensuring that no one intruded upon the meeting. One of the guards made a small, imperceptible nod to Hiccup before leaving.<p>

"Ah, Agvior, you're here, good. I was waiting for you," the queen said in greetings.

"Your highness," Agvior said, inclining his head in respect.

"As I was saying, the Aesir have our skyships ready for departure. It has come to my attention you intend to take the new rider to the Order, I would like you to take a detachment of men with you to man the skyships and return with them once your business is concluded," the queen commanded.

Agvior cast a glance in Hiccup's direction, wondering how the queen knew he was to leave. Hiccup's face was a mask of displeasure, half a scowl, half a frown. He was clearly not pleased about something not relating to the discussion at hand. He doubted that his former apprentice would have told her. Returning his gaze to the queen, he said, "It would be my pleasure, your highness."

Zophiel nodded and returned to discussing something with her advisors about spreading the word of conscription among the populace, and where they were to gather to begin training for their invasion of Hvergelmir. Agvior walked over to the dark corner of the room where Hiccup was brooding.

"What's the matter, lad?" Agvior asked in a hushed tone.

Hiccup grumbled to himself and looked like he just swallowed something sour before answering. "Nothing," he replied cooly.

Agvior beheld Hiccup and decided to not push it. "Well then, I just thought you would like to know I'll be guiding your friend to the headquarters tomorrow morn. If you'd like to say your goodbyes, best to do so tonight. Your apprentice was already there when I delivered the news," he said.

At the mention of Astrid, Hiccup's frown deepened but his scowl lessened. The change was not lost on Agvior.

Agvior coughed to clear his throat. "It's never good to allow a rift between master and apprentice to go unfixed, even more so between friends," he said sagely.

Hiccup rolled his eyes and focussed on the discussion the queen was having. Agvior took the dismissal in stride and placed a comforting hand on Hiccup's shoulder for a moment before taking his leave and rejoining the queen.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid was sad to be parted from her first friend after their short reunion. Sigrid promised that she would blaze through rider training faster than anyone else before in history. After all, she had been trained by Astrid for the better part of several months before she had met her unfortunate end. Astrid was glad that even after her ordeal Sigrid's bravado remained. The two of them had to be practically torn apart from their embrace as Ragnarr, Magnhildr, and Sigrid were led by Agvior to the World Gate.<p>

After Astrid had enough time to wrestle her emotions into submission, she eventually decided to return to her and Hiccup's tree house. Her heart hammered in her chest so loudly she thought for sure that he could hear her from within. Astrid approached the door of their home and it allowed her entrance automatically, as was usual. What was unusual was the lack of Hiccup.

"Lady Astrid! How good to see you, I was beginning to worry after not seeing you or Lord Hiccup for several days," Sharpshot greeted as he shot down to the ground level from upstairs.

"You mean… he hasn't been back?" Astrid asked.

Sharpshot shook his head back and forth. "Not since the two of you left for the dance four days ago," he answered.

Astrid swallowed hard, a pit of unease settling in her stomach. "Do you have any idea where he might be?" she asked.

The Terror shook his head back and forth. "No. I thought he would be with you, if you haven't seen him then he could be anywhere. Lord Hiccup has a penchant for exploration when he is bored or upset," Sharpshot said.

That didn't sit well with Astrid, but there was no way she would be able to find Hiccup if he was exploring Alfheim. The realm was massive, easily as big, or bigger, than Nidavellir. She could have searched for decades and not find him. In the end, she decided to wait for him to return home.

Astrid made her way to the second floor and entered the library. The small buds on the roof of the ceiling glowed a pure white light, illuminating the room. Astrid decided some light reading would take her mind off of her thoughts and set about the library in search of a new book to read. As interesting as potions were, with the coming battle she really wanted to learn more combat oriented magics. Astrid doubted there would be any wounded fighting the Nidhogg; either you lived, or you died. There was no in-between with the beast of legend. Potions would do her little good.

Hiccup's collection of books was incredible. It put Gothi's meager collection to shame, and even the grand library on Nidavellir didn't have as good of books as Hiccup did, although they did have more. Astrid meandered and eventually found herself staring at an alcove in one of the far corners of the room. The books here were old; thick leather bound covers and stained parchment from age. Astrid could feel that they were imbued with magic, in fact the whole alcove was, warded to protect the books and prevent intruders from damaging or stealing them.

Astrid examined each book, the spines not having a title on them like many of the others. In the end, she settled for one at random. "_Forbidden Magic: Curses, by Loki Odinson…_" Astrid's eyes widened as she read the last two words.

"No way! A book written by..." Astrid hesitated saying his name. She quickly found a nearby desk and sat down, a chair sprouted into existence for her, courtesy of the tree.

"Hatchling, I do not think it is wise to read this book," Stormfly chided, communicating telepathically from the roost several floors up.

Astrid had her finger on the cover, ready to open it. "This is our only chance to learn something about _him_, no one, not even Hiccup, has breathed a word about Loki to us since we came here. People are afraid to even say his name! The only thing we know about him is what was told to us in the sagas, and we already know those aren't accurate," Astrid responded, flipping over the cover.

"_The most ancient and ignoble art of curses has been frowned upon by the magical community for millennia. The stigmatism associated with this branch of magic has clouded the judgement of those who rule over us and it is my great purpose to shed light on the subject and allow my readers to make their own judgements. Yes, curses are dark in nature and have been historically used to kill many in the past. No, not all spellcasters who use curses are evil. In fact, many curses, when used properly, can even be beneficial to its caster, for example, the Kosta curse, now more popularly known as the torture curse. In extreme cases, the Kosta curse can forcibly extract its targets magic from their core, killing them in the most painful of ways. When used in moderation, it is possible for a talented caster to curse himself and forcibly draw more strength than they have. This process is painful and dangerous, but in a matter of life or death, may help you survive…_" Astrid said, reading aloud to Stormfly, even though her dragon wasn't in the same room as her.

"Hatchling…" Stormfly scolded.

"Oh, relax Stormfly. I'm not going to learn any of these. It's for academic purposes. Besides, he sounds… almost normal, scholarly, even," Astrid said cheerfully, flipping through several pages of listing a curse followed by a page number. Astrid quickly found the Kosta curse, detailed on page six hundred and two.

"_The Kosta curse was created by the frost giant Grior, who, in her lust for power, invented the curse originally to be a self inflicted way to forcibly strengthen the body beyond its own physical or magical limitations. In the year 256, she and another frost giant ambushed Thor Odinson. Despite their best efforts, her comrade was slain and she lost control of the curse, which quickly overpowered her and killed her. Make no mistake, to be an effective user of curses, one must have a mastery over their magical core,_" Astrid echoed.

"You are not convincing me that it is a good idea to read this book," Stormfly commented sarcastically.

Astrid rolled her eyes at Stormfly's antics and continued reading. "_In order to successfully cast the Kosta curse, one must have a desire for power no matter the cost. If the desire is not there, the curse will not activate no matter what you try. You have to want it, truly want it, for the curse to work. It is far easier to curse another than it is to curse yourself, as you must be able to push away the fear of the pain that follows the curse. Few have the talent to do that. The incantation for the curse is 'Ek Kosta'. The magic will feed off your desire, and if it is strong enough, will activate._"

Astrid hummed in thought as she pondered the paragraph. She flipped the page, intending on reading more, but was stopped by a loud, very alarmed, squawking. Before Astrid could even turn her head Sharpshot was scrambling across her desk towards the book. The small Terror, somehow, quickly closed the book and hovered in the air with the book in its claws. "Lady Astrid! What do you think you're doing?" Sharpshot asked angrily.

"I… was just, reading," Astrid said, still a little shocked at Sharpshot's interruption.

"Did you not think that, perhaps, these books were not meant to be read? Surely the thought must have crossed your mind when you broke the wards?" Sharpshot scolded. Astrid could feel Stormfly laughing at her from the roost several floors up. Sharpshot fluttered back over to the bookcase and replaced the book in its place.

"I didn't break any wards. I approached the bookshelf and took a book, nothing stopped me or warned me not to," Astrid defended.

Sharpshot looked at her with wide eyes before turning to examine the bookshelf again. The wards were still in place, not broken or bypassed. They simply didn't work. That was impossible. "That is impossible, Lady Astrid. Those wards were erected by Lord Hiccup to repel anyone who would, or _could_, do him harm," Sharpshot explained.

Astrid smirked. "Well that's simple then, I would never hurt Hiccup, intentionally or not. The wards simply had no reason to keep me away," she responded confidently.

Sharpshoot looked like he had been slapped. "I do not think-" he was cut off by the sound of the door opening, allowing another entrance.

Sharpshot darted off to see who it was, but Astrid already knew. Hiccup. She walked slowly through the rows of bookcases, just behind the small Terror. Hiccup had just walked into the library, his hair wet and sticking to his face, wearing a loose fitting tunic and breeches. "Lord Hiccup!" Sharpshot hailed, darting over to his master.

Hiccup scratched the small Terror under his chin for a moment before his eyes fell on Astrid. The tension in the room immediately climbed to unbearable heights. Sharpshot, his affection now at an apparent end, glanced between the two two-legs in confusion. Deciding that it was best to give them their space, Sharpshot eyed Hiccup for a moment before darting off out the door and down the stairs.

For a few brief moments, Astrid's heart skipped a beat as Sharpshot eyed Hiccup. She feared that the dragon would tell him that she had been reading from what was obviously the restricted section of the library. To her immense relief, she didn't feel any telepathic communication between the two. That relief was immediately dispelled by the crushing awkwardness of her rejection some days before.

The two of them averted their eyes quickly and Hiccup sat down at his usual desk to begin the daunting task of filtering through the remainder of his mail. Astrid, seeking some small measure of normalcy, retried her usual potions book and began reading opposite him. After a few minutes of both of them reading, the awkwardness in the room seemed to lessen slightly as they fell into old, comfortable routines.

Hiccup cleared his throat. "The queen is making the announcement today about Hvergelmir. She is hosting a small tournament to boost morale. Anyone may compete, but it will mostly be elven riders or their apprentices and elves of military import. You're welcome to compete if you wish," he said softly.

Astrid jumped at the opportunity like a dragon jumped at a fish. "Sure," she replied, her tone equally as quiet, but more confident. It was a small step to mending their relationship, whatever it now was.

Emerald met sapphire for a moment as the two of them locked eyes before they returned to their readings. Astrid fought to contain a blush as she focussed on reading about a salve that would help regrow skin in the case of being burned off by dragonfire. An hour and a half of strained, but companionable, silence followed before Hiccup stood and announced the tournament would be announced soon.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>It took all of five minutes to return to the glade in front of the grand tree by dragonback. Astrid's entire flight was filled by a nagging lecture from Stormfly about poking her nose where she shouldn't while Hiccup and Toothless conversed telepathically with each other in hushed tones, piquing Astrid's curiosity.<p>

Both riders touched down gently near a large root of the grand tree where the queen and her advisors stood. Auriel sat at a table nearby, with Agvior sitting next to her. A mass of elves, some ten thousand, were seated in the glade waiting for their queen's words with bated breath.

Zophiel stood and extended a single index finger to her throat, which glowed a pale green, enhancing her voice with magic. "Greetings, my people. I come to you this afternoon to give a proclamation. You already know that we march on Hvergelmir to slay the Nidhogg, you already know that every breath that creature draws is an insult to our very kind. What you do not know is this; that we cannot win as we are now. There are too few of us now, too few allies to support us, not even the Order comes to our aid. They all believe that our cause is folly, that we will destroy ourselves. And they are right. There is a very real chance that in saving our mother Yggdrasil we could fall forever."

The queen paused here as every face in the crowd watched her intently, contemplative frowns on their faces. "If we are to succeed, we will need to stand together as one. If we are to gamble, we gamble everything. Therefore, I am enacting a mandatory conscription of all able bodied men and women to join the army. Elders above the age of four thousand, and children, under the age two hundred, will stay behind on Alfheim. The rest of us march on Hvergelmir in ten days time," the queen finished.

The elves were uncharacteristically quiet in the wake of the royal proclamation but quickly rose and applauded for propriety's sake. A moment later, shadow descended upon the glade as the light of the twin suns was blot out by countless thousands of titanic skyships floating above the glade in a grand display of power.

"During the next ten days," Zophiel said, drawing their attention back to her, "we shall hold a tournament, a test of strength between friends and allies. All who wish to enter may do so. Know this, my people, this tournament is meant to show you exactly one thing: strength. The Nidhogg is ancient and primordial, powerful beyond all imagining, but a god it is not. We have the strongest warriors in all the realms gathered here, we will be victorious."

At this, the crowd of elves seemed to turn their gaze to Agvior, Hiccup, and Astrid, as well as their dragons. Their gazes were drawn as several dragons flew overhead, roaring in agreement. Astrid caught the sight of a long rose-colored cloth adorning their riders. "Knights," Astrid breathed to Stormfly, who mirrored her curiosity and awe.

The elves burst into cheers and applause at the sight of more riders joining the fight. The new knights landed softly on the root where the queen was giving her speech, flanking her. All of them were elven, Astrid noticed. Of the handful of riders, only two wore the tabard of the Order. The rest, she assumed, were apprentices to either them or another master who gave them leave to return home.

Her speech finished, Zophiel dismissed her people and announced that the tournament would begin the following day and would continue until the day they left for Hvergelmir. Astrid barely slept that night in anticipation of the next day.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"So," Astrid song songed as she and Hiccup made their way towards the elven training grounds.<p>

"So, try not to kill anyone. I'm limiting you to half your full strength. Do not cause any permanent damage, I mean it," Hiccup chided.

"I won't, so long as they don't give me a reason to," Astrid said jokingly. Hiccup rolled his eyes and suppressed the urge to massage his forehead. Through unspoken agreement, much to both of their relief, they did not speak of Astrid's confession and were perfectly content to pretend that it had not happened at all.

"I mean it. The queen is only interested in showing off, making sure everyone feels good as they march to their deaths. I would prefer you to lose here than win and end up with one less soldier when we try to kill the Nidhogg," Hiccup said as he parted a low hanging tree branch and stepped into the clearing of the training grounds.

The training grounds were a wide glade of compacted dirt, nothing grew on it, perfectly level ground. Thick trees rose many hundreds of feet into the air, each with a window on every level. Inside were countless elves, looking out with glee onto the grounds. On the grounds themselves, were several seating areas upon which sat the new riders, their apprentices, and other high ranking elves in the government and military.

Hiccup and Astrid quickly found their own seats with Toothless and Stormfly perched in a nearby tree, especially reserved for dragons. Both dragons watched their riders intently, their emotional wounds still fresh in their minds.

Astrid sat in nervous anticipation as the queen rose and announced the start of the games. A nearby torch erupted to life and spelled out two names in the fire. Cheers went up as two elves stood, neither riders, and made their way to the center of the grounds. They began with a respectful bow to each other before beginning to fight. Astrid watched with interest for the first few fights, noting the similarities between the elves fighting styles, some of which was incorporated into Hiccup's, and by extension, her own, fighting style. The similarities were few and far between. The elves missed several opening which Astrid would have taken, and Hiccup explained that it was not considered honorable. Astrid just scoffed at the notion, even the dwarves were not that honorable in combat.

The same process repeated and Astrid eventually grew bored of watching the elves fight. She cast a wary glance at Hiccup to see what he was feeling. He had his head nested in the palm of his hand, keeping it propped up, his eyelids nearly closed. Astrid chuckled under her breath causing Hiccup to sit up straighter in his seat, a small blush creeping down his neck from his cheeks.

Astrid's mirth was cut short as the torch flared to life again and the crowd grew silent. Hiccup and Astrid both glanced at the torch and saw the two names it spat out. Astrid Hofferson and Auriel Zophielsdottir.

Hiccup immediately grabbed Astrid's shoulder and turned her to face him. "Focus on enhancing your vision and speed, she's a skilled archer. Do _not _get hit by one of her arrows or you'll be out of the fight. She only had five shots, once she had exhausted them, she'll have to resort to melee combat where you will beat her with ease," he whispered quickly.

Astrid nodded nervously, knowing that her opponent was not going to be as weak as the ones she had previously seen fight. She made her way to the center of the training grounds where Auriel was already waiting for her with a smug grin on her face. Astrid had not been in a pleasant mood for nearly a week and Auriel's attitude did nothing to quell her anger. The two women stood some ten feet apart, bowed, and drew their weapons. Astrid twirled her battleaxe, holding it at the ready, while she focussed on enhancing her visual acuity and agility. Auriel withdrew a bow made of pure gold with intricate designs from her back. The odd thing was that the bow did not have a bowstring, it was just a crescent shaped hunk of metal.

Hiccup's parting advice hung in her mind and Astrid did not let the oddity of her weapon distract her. The queen raised a hand and brought it down, the signal to begin. In a quick, birdlike motion, Auriel stepped back, drew her bow up, and nocked an arrow. Golden light shot out from her fingers to the ends of the two limbs creating a bowstring, and in the same motion, an arrow of pure golden energy appeared, ready to fire.

Astrid's eyes widened in surprise at the magic. Elements outside of the core four; air, earth, water, and fire, were extraordinarily rare. Thor's lightning magic made him one of the most powerful beings alive. What Auriel was doing was something else, _light_ magic. Astrid had less than a second to dodge before a flash of light thundered towards where she was standing and struck the ground several feet behind her, ending in an explosion of magical energy.

Astrid was a whirlwind of motion, closing the distance between them before Auriel could nock another arrow. She swung her axe in a wide horizontal arc, intending to cleave Auriel in half, or force her to jump back. Astrid doubted the bow she had would serve as a suitable shield, there was no need to focus on the strength of the attack. All she had to do was hit her once and it would be her victory.

Auriel jumped back with incredible speed, out of the radius of the swing and then several tens of feet back, giving her enough distance to fire another shot. "Four to go," Astrid grunted as she stopped her swing forcibly and prepared to dodge again. She had no delusions that she could catch Auriel before she could fire another shot.

Auriel landed on the balls of her feet nearly thirty feet away and nocked another arrow, taking aim. She did not immediately release the shot, but waited. "She knows you're aware of her weakness, hatchling," Stormfly whispered in her mind, trying not to distract her focus.

Astrid creeped forward, her gait powerful and ready to spring at any moment. Auriel watched her unblinkingly, her bow following Astrid as she moved. Auriel chose her moment to fire just as Astrid finished taking a step, before she could move her other foot. The arrow of light flashed as it headed straight for Astrid's chest. Astrid focussed on enhancing her speed and rolled forward, the arrow grazing her back and turning the part of her tunic it touched to ash. Astrid was aware of the warm wet feeling as blood flowed down her back, not a significant amount, but a wound all the same. "Three to go," Astrid noted in her mind.

Auriel was still too far away to engage in melee combat, but Astrid wasn't limited to melee either. Astrid stomped her foot down hard and spun, holding her axe by the long cloth that was attached to the pomel. The air hummed as the axe swung and was thrown, nothing but a blur of pure silver in the air, towards Auriel's waist.

Auriel's eyes widened in surprise, evidently she did not think that Astrid would use her axe in such a manner. She was left with only one option: jump. Auriel performed a standing leap, raising her knees to her head as Astrid's axe passed so close to her feet that they almost cleaved the soles of her boots off. Astrid let the axe fly, pulling on the cloth to return it to her but not bothering to wait for it. She darted forward, seizing the opportunity. Time passed painfully slow to Auriel as she realized her mistake; she couldn't dodge in the air.

Astrid was upon her before she could touch the ground again, her axe trailing behind her dash. Instead, she pulled back and swung a vicious punch which collided soundly with Auriel's midsection, sending the elf skidding along the floor of the training grounds. Using the forward motion of her charge, Astrid swung the hand still holding the cloth attached to her axe overhead, sending the axe in a downward swing towards the downed Auriel.

Auriel gasped for breath where she lay, her senses still attuned to the battle. There was no way she would recover in time to dodge herself, so she made a choice. Auriel nocked an arrow and fired at the ground point blank where she was sprawled. The resulting explosion knocked her out of the path of the descending axe, scorching her clothes lightly but leaving her unharmed. She had wasted a shot, but it was better than taking an axe.

"Two to go," Astrid sing songed loud enough for Auriel to hear her. She waited for Auriel to recover.

Auriel got to her feet with a scowl on her face. "You're quite arrogant, you know that?" Auriel spat.

"There's a difference between arrogance and confidence," Astrid responded smugly, recovering her axe and twirling it in her hands.

Auriel nocked an arrow and took aim. "I suppose that's exactly why he rejected you," she said coldly.

Astrid was struck dumb. She was so caught up in the revelation that Auriel knew what happened that night in the woods that she didn't notice the arrow of light speeding towards her chest until it was too late. The arrow bypassed the wards Astrid had steadily been building up, after all, an arrow of light? Who could predict facing that. The arrow collided with her chest and the resounding explosion sent her to the ground. The crowd cheered, thinking the match over, but quickly grew silent as Astrid stood once more. She muttered a quick healing spell to stem the flow of blood.

White hot hate coursed through Astrid's veins, she was beyond anger at this point. Gold and sapphire eyes met, the latter burning with the fires of rage. "One to go," she spat and charged, ignoring the pain.

Astrid let her hate fuel her magic, enhancing her speed and strength to their maximum, ignoring Hiccup's earlier warning. She would crush this harlot if it was the last thing she'd do. Astrid was upon her in less than a second, closing the distance in a single bound. She swung her axe hard and fast at Auriel's skull, fully intending to do serious harm. Auriel blanched at the ferocity of the attack and quickly dodged, backing out of the way.

Astrid let the weight of her swing spin her around, not fighting the flow of power, and delivered a vicious backhanded slap with her free hand, eliciting a sickening crunch as she broke Auriel's jaw.

Auriel's own hate peaked as she ignored her loosely hanging jaw and nocked another arrow, aiming point blank at Astrid. Astrid knew she didn't have time to dodge, but she wouldn't survive such an attack, so she gripped the blade of her axe and held it in front of Auriel's bow just as the arrow left. The explosion from the arrow colliding with the flat of Astrid's axe was quickly drowned out by a loud ringing sound in both Astrid and Auriel's ears.

Astrid lay prone on the ground where she fell, her head feeling like she was stomped upon by Stormfly. Her senses came back to her as she heard footsteps approaching her. Astrid's eyes opened to see the dull brown boots of Auriel, the elven princess staring down at her, holding her axe in her hands with a victorious smirk on her face, her jaw healed.

Auriel examined the axe in plain view of Astrid. "This is Hiccup's work, isn't it? I'd recognize it anywhere. I have no idea why he would stoop so low as to give you something like this, you don't deserve it. I think I'll keep it," she gloated.

Astrid couldn't hear anything over the thundering of her heart and the roar of blood in her ears. It felt like her insides were being cooked by dragonfire. She didn't even realize she was speaking until she roared the words. "_Ek Kosta!_" she commanded, the curse burning into effect immediately.

One moment Astrid was laying prone on the ground, Auriel gloating over her. The next, Astrid's shin connected with Auriel's skull. Astrid watched in dark fascination as Auriel's eyes didn't even register her movement she was so fast. The air cracked like a whip and in the next moment Auriel was sent thundering towards a tree with an impossible speed. A loud crack was heard as Auriel crashed into a nearby tree with such force that the bark exploded and the wood beneath was dented from the elf slamming into it.

Astrid smirked in triumph and brought the leg down that she had delivered the kick with. A strange blood-red aura surrounded her lower leg which piqued Astrid's curiosity. So fascinated with the aura was she that she didn't notice the pain until she was falling to the ground. Astrid writhed on the ground as she felt her leg being torn apart. She looked down and noticed the limb was hanging limply from her knee, boneless like a fish. The aura burned at her flesh with an unbearable searing pain. Astrid thought she would go insane if she suffered a minute more.

"Astrid!" a voice yelled in panic, drawing her out of her pain.

"Astrid! Look at me! Look into my eyes!" the voice yelled. Astrid recognized it as Hiccup's voice and complied.

Pained sapphire met worried emerald. The concern and affection in Hiccup's eyes overwhelmed Astrid so profoundly that she didn't realize she had slipped into a strong illusion until the pain subsided, leaving a dull ache in its place. Hiccup instantly began chanting under his breath, starting the healing process. Astrid felt the warm comfort of Hiccup's magic as it embraced her. Astrid glanced around her and saw both Toothless and Stormfly guarding them. They were coiled and ready to pounce, a snarl on their lips.

Beyond the dragons were a sea of elves running over to the far side of the training grounds where Auriel had landed. Guilt instantly assaulted Astrid as memories of what happened flashed in her mind. It would be an act of god if Auriel was not dead. Astrid whimpered as she felt the bone in her leg set, sending tendrils of pain through her leg.

"Astrid! Are you okay? Can you hear me?" Hiccup said in a panicked voice. Astrid could only nod vigorously in response.

Astrid looked down at her broken leg and saw the blood-red aura still eating away at her flesh. She knew the only reason she wasn't in mind destroying pain was the illusion Hiccup wove around her to shield her. Hiccup placed both hands over her leg and whispered, _"Ek Kosta!"_

The aura flared at his magic and began to dissipate until it was gone entirely. Despite the illusion, Astrid could tell she would be in incredible pain even with the curse removed. Emerald light pulsed on her chest, healing the flesh from her earlier wound. Astrid's attention was drawn from her leg when she heard the low snarl of Toothless. Gathered around them was a host of elves, weapons drawn. At the head of the group was a rider with a rose-red tabard, a true knight of the Order.

"Stand down! You're protecting a practitioner of dark magic! If you get in our way, we will have no choice but to remove you by force," the elven rider snarled.

Astrid felt her stomach churn violently as she realized what magic she had cast in her anger. The Kosta curse. There was no way she could explain how she knew such dark magic.

"And you'd be wise to hold your tongue before I cut it from your head!" Hiccup snarled back at the elf, standing defensively in front of Astrid. "I taught her that magic, as is my right as her master. If you have a problem with that, you're free to try and take me."

The elven rider scoffed. "You might have the body of an elf but you have the mind of a human. It was a mistake for the Order to let you live! Your kind has done nothing but been corrupted by the powers bestowed upon you by the bond and you are no different. It's only fitting your little bitch is the same as the rest of your pathetic race," he said, stepping forward, sword drawn.

The air _burned _with magic at Hiccup's anger. Astrid panicked as she felt reality twist and warp around them and ensnare the elven rider in an illusionary world. The rider took one step forward before he realized his mistake. His eyes widened and his mouth was agape before the claws of Hiccup's illusionary world sunk deep into his mind savagely. Astrid had never seen Hiccup fight, truly fight, with illusion magic. It was terrifying.

The elf collapsed immediately, howling in pain and clawing at his skin so fiercely that he was tearing into the flesh, leaving long lines of bloodied skin in his wake. Astrid looked up at Hiccup from where he was standing and saw the fire of rage burning behind emerald. The elf's voice cracked, his throat raw and bloody from screaming, and a pool of blood began to pool where he lay several feet from Astrid.

In the next instant, Hiccup was pinned to the ground. Astrid could feel the ground tremble from the force of the grapple and looked over to see Zophiel pinning Hiccup, his head held down with one arm and his sword arm held down with another, painfully twisted behind his back. Hiccup's gaze never left the screaming elven rider who was now trying to scratch away the flesh of chest. Astrid could see the white of his ribs through the area he was clawing at.

Agvior kneeled over the elven rider, his hand extending over the man's face. Agvior's face was contorted with effort as he tried to break the illusionary prison the elf was trapped in. Astrid watched as his eyes widened as he realized that he could not break it. Agvior quickly reached into a pouch hanging from his belt, withdrawing a small seed. He touched the seed to the rider's forehead and a flash of topaz-yellow light caused the seed to spring to life. A small, but beautiful, flower sprouted, growing into the rider's flesh. He didn't even notice it with the pain he was suffering.

A moment later, the petals of the flower grew bright white, glowing with energy. The illusion seemed to break and the rider stilled and sunk into blissful unconsciousness. Agvior quickly began healing the rider, stopping the flow of blood first. Astrid turned away as the topaz-yellow of Agvior's magic enveloped the rider. She knew things were bad, they had gone too far. The both of them.

Beside her, Hiccup released a shuddering breath as the illusion was dispelled, returning to his senses. Zophiel let him stand, releasing him from her hold. She grabbed him by the collar of his tunic and dragged him to face her. "Take your apprentice and return to your quarters. Do not leave under any circumstance or you'll find yourself in the dungeons!" she hissed.

Another wave of guilt washed over Astrid. Hiccup kneeled and scooped Astrid into his arms before leaping into Toothless' saddle. Stormfly guarded them as they flew back to their tree house.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Greetings everyone! My inner muse was especially active recently, so you're getting a new chapter. I really liked this one and hope you guys enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. It always seems like I do my best work 1-3 days after publishing a chapter.

Also! A special thanks to Mitzpitz09 on Tumblr for drawing some fan art of Hiccup and Astrid during the Sky Celebration. It really captures the magic of the celebrations accurately, so go check it out.

So, _***spoilers***_, it seems the cat is out of the bag and most everyone knows Hiccup isn't as good as he's been made out to be. I can now confirm that this is a dark, but not necessarily evil, Hiccup story. In my opinion, the biggest mistake that runaway fics make is that Hiccup always returns to Berk and is happy to come back to his childhood tormentors. This is not one of those stories. **One thing I could use some help on** is what exactly to call the 'evildoers' in my story. I am hesitant to use something like 'dark lord' but at the same time there is a clear division between the light and the dark; those that fight for Odin and those that fight for Loki. Any suggestions would be much appreciated.

To everyone who was waiting to see the cat fight, here it is! I like to envision it as a fight between two lion's than house cats though. Does anyone out there have a more defined version of what the ratings mean? I think I might have pushed a little into the M rating this chapter.

Some translations for this chapter:

- Hlif, Sigrid's dragon, means to shield, cover, or shelter.

- Ek Kosta, literally 'I put forth effort'. We'll see the other use of this curse in the next chapter. Curses are a branch of magic similar to normal spells, however they are almost exclusively a double edged sword. Although they are powerful, they often affect the caster as much as the one who is suffering the curse. Their main utility is in that they are difficult to block and usually result in bodily harm. Curses do not have a tangible magical effect, for example, there is no curse that summons a pillar of fire to burn your enemies. Most often they are an immediate affect between activation, in our case, Astrid's strength and speed was instantly increased beyond the physical limitations of her body, resulting in every bone in her foot being shattered. The Kosta curse itself causes immense pain as a side effect of drawing out such strength. This was my first foray into a deeper explanation of magic in my AU. Let me know how you liked it.


	17. Repercussions

Hiccup ran down the stairs of his and Astrid's tree house, carrying her in his arms. Astrid could feel his heart hammering in his chest through his tunic, still in a daze from the Kosta curse. The pain was beginning to seep through the illusion, moving from a dull ache to a sharp pain.

"Lord Hiccup- Lady Astrid! What's wrong? What happened!" Sharpshot squawked as he found his master.

"No time to explain," Hiccup breathed. Astrid whimpered as the pain in her leg increased more, she was also becoming keenly aware of a sharp pain in her chest.

Hiccup stormed into his room on the third floor and placed Astrid on his bed before running through a nearby door into a closet. Astrid took a moment, despite the pain, to look around and examine Hiccup's room. She had never been inside before. A large writing desk lay in the corner of the room, big enough to allow him the space needed to draw intricate diagrams and work on whatever caught his fancy. His bed was a large four poster bed with intricately carved supports. A single bookshelf sat with a handful of books on them, catching Astrid's curiosity. If restricted books on dark magic were kept in the library, what did Hiccup keep in his room?

Hiccup returned a moment later with a large wooden chest in one arm and a wooden frame filled with crystal vials. He quickly stormed over to his desk and knocked the contents onto the floor messily. Hiccup sat the chest down and quickly began withdrawing ingredients from it. Sharpshot fluttered nervously in the air behind him, watching as he took out several large leafs and placed them in a small bowl before crushing them into a paste. At the same time, he willed a large wooden bowl to be transfigured from his desk which was wordlessly filled with water from the air.

Hiccup fetched a vial filled with what appeared to Astrid was white sand and poured it into the paste of leaves before mixing them up again. He then added a single drop of liquid from another vial and then poured the entire mix into the wooden bowl of water. A single wave of his hand and the water instantly rose to a boil. The water turned from clear to a murky green. Another flick of his hand and the contents of the bowl flew into three of the vials to his right. Hiccup took one and walked over to Astrid, lifting her head from his bed and bringing the vial to her lips.

"Drink, it's the potion of bone regrowth and strengthening," Hiccup said softly. Astrid nodded, blinking back tears of her ever increasing pain, and downed the potion in one gulp, her nose scrunching at the less than pleasant taste.

Hiccup instantly returned to his desk, vanishing the small amount of leftover potion in the wooden bowl before filling it with water again. Hiccup reached into the wooden chest again and withdrew a large sealed cup filled with what appeared to be milk. He also fished out a vial containing a red, viscous liquid and a handful of what seemed to be pine needles. He quickly threw them into his pestle and ground them with the mortar, creating a pink paste. Depositing the paste into the water, he quickly repeated the same process, this time creating ten vials worth of potions.

"For the pain," Hiccup said as he held up the milky pink potion to Astrid's lips. She drank without hesitation and was surprised by the sickly sweet taste of the potion. Astrid immediately felt better and found that she could hardly feel anything at all, let alone the pain. She was also intensely sleepy.

Hiccup slid her into a more comfortable position in his bed and removed her boots and armor, but nothing more. He pulled the linens away and laid her gently down, propping her head up slightly with a pillow, before tucking her in. "Sleep. I'll watch over you, and if you feel pain, you can have another potion," Hiccup said softly.

Astrid couldn't argue with him and drifted into blissful dreams. Her last thought was of how the linens and pillowcases smelled of Hiccup.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid awoke in the middle of the night to a feeling that could only be described as Stormfly gnawing on her leg. She whimpered in pain and clenched her jaw. Hiccup was instantly by her side with another pain potion which Astrid drank greedily. Before she was allowed to sink back into her dreams Hiccup held the bitter bone growth potion to her lips for her second dose. It went down much easier this time, her appreciation for the relief it gave to her aching shin was divine. Before Hiccup could walk away again her hand gripped his wrist tightly and she made a small noise as if to complain before falling asleep.<p>

Hiccup sighed and clambered into bed next to her, sitting with the headboard against his back. Despite being asleep, Astrid's grip on his wrist remained firm. Hiccup smiled sadly and used his free hand to levitate the potions to his nearby end table in case Astrid needed them again during the night.

Astrid drifted awake again sometime in the early morning to the sound of birds chirping. The pain in her leg had dulled but was still aching, though it was a far cry from comfortable. She was surprised to find her fingers laced with Hiccup's and followed the arm up to where he was seated in bed next to her, blissfully asleep. Sharpshot noticed her and quickly fetched a pain potion which Astrid took with her free hand and drank. She nodded in thanks to Sharpshot, the small Terror landed on the foot of the bed and curled up to sleep. Astrid smiled and snuggled closer to Hiccup before falling asleep again.

Both Hiccup and Astrid were awakened late in the afternoon by Sharpshot. "Lord Hiccup! Lady Astrid! Wake up! Lord Agvior is here to see you!" the small Terror hissed.

Hiccup was instantly out of bed preparing for the worst. "Astrid, how do you feel?" he asked as he cast several spells over the door to his room.

"I'm fine, well, better now, at least," she said, her throat sore from drinking so many potions.

"Good. This is your last dose of bone regrowth potion, you should be fully healed after its affects. Take another pain potion just in case. If you hear anything, stay in my room. Do not leave it under any circumstance. I've warded the door so that none my enter except myself," Hiccup warned as he handed her two vials.

Astrid knew better than to fight him on this and quickly downed both potions. Hiccup pulled a large dagger out from his belt and set it on the end table, just in case, before turning and leaving.

Agvior was standing in the living room of Hiccup's tree house, his hands behind his back as he observed the abode. Astrid's adamantite axe sat near the entrance, returned from the training grounds. Hiccup's steps faltered on the stairs. "Master," he greeted.

Agvior turned and inclined his head in greetings, a small frown on his lips. "How is your apprentice doing?" he asked politely.

"I think the real question is how is Auriel doing?" Hiccup said pointedly. Astrid may have suffered the after effects of the Kosta curse, but Auriel took a Kosta-powered kick to the skull.

Agvior's eyes were liquid with emotion. "She still lives, and is currently being watched over by our best healers. They believe she will suffer no lasting damage from the battle, aside from a few permanent scars," he responded.

Hiccup let out a breath he didn't know he was holding. "Good," was all he could manage to say.

Agvior nodded in agreement. "And Astrid?" he asked politely.

Hiccup schooled his features into an emotionless mask. "I've been treating her. The curse was not active long enough to do any lasting damage and she miraculously did not lose control of the curse, so she suffers none of the adverse effects there either," Hiccup said.

Agvior motioned for Hiccup to sit at a large table in the center of the room used for guests. Two chairs sprouted to life for the both of them to sit at. Sharpshot sat on the stairs in the corner, watching closely. Agvior and Hiccup sat in tense silence for several minutes, neither moving or saying anything to the other. Finally, Agvior sighed, showing his immense age for once.

"The queen is quite furious with you, you know?" he said at last.

"I can only imagine," Hiccup said sarcastically.

"She is calling for Astrid to be declared an apostate and excommunicated from the Order for attempted regicide," Agvior stated flatly.

Hiccup's head snapped to attention. "She wouldn't dare," Hiccup responded cooly.

"She can, and most likely will. You know how precious Auriel is to her, especially after her husband was slain by the Betrayer," Agvior said.

"And you will ignore her request. The Order is not subservient to these mongrel rulers, we're above them. She has no right to interfere with Order affairs. If someone is to be punished for her actions, it should be, as I am the one who taught her the curse," Hiccup snapped.

Agvior's frown deepened. "Hiccup… why did you teach her dark magic? Was such a thing really necessary?" he asked sadly.

Hiccup scoffed. "You know as well as I do that there is no difference between 'dark' or 'light' magic, it's simply something the powers that be declared to protect themselves. I taught her magic, nothing more and nothing less. Curses are magic, last I checked," he answered sarcastically.

"Yes, they are indeed magic, but you know that young spellcasters often fall prey to their hubris. Astrid could have easily killed herself, or killed Auriel, as she almost nearly did, using a magic she does not understand nor control," Agvior chided.

Hiccup shook his head and snorted. "I told her it was not to be used unless absolutely necessary, she knows the risk associated," he lied effortlessly.

"And what, pray tell, was absolutely necessary about using a curse in a friendly spar?" Agvior asked pointedly.

Hiccup scowled in response. "You know as well as I do what she said. The other's might not, but you and I know perfectly well what she said. It was entirely Auriel's fault that Astrid snapped at her, she should not have been surprised. When you step on a dragon's tail, you get burned," he said darkly.

Agvior had nothing to say in response and simply stared at Hiccup emotionlessly. Hiccup met his stare, never blinking or averting his gaze. After nearly five minutes of tense silence, he spoke again. "You never told me your talent was illusion magic," Agvior said.

"Who said it was?" Hiccup replied.

Agvior gave Hiccup a flat look. "I have spent more years of my life fighting the Betrayer than you have been alive. The only illusion magic I cannot break myself is illusion magic cast by those who have a strong talent for the magic," he said evenly.

"I didn't think there was a need to. There was no one in the Order who could teach me what I needed to know," Hiccup responded instantly.

"Yet that begs the question how you developed your powers so," Agvior said pointedly.

Hiccup kept his calm facade. "Books, restricted books, ones where I also learned the curse magic I taught Astrid. As I said, I have no prejudice against magic like the rest of you," he lied effortlessly, again.

Agvior's frown deepened once again. "Your punishment is thus; you and Astrid will remain here under guard. There is a small party of soldiers outside who will ensure you do not leave. You will be released to join us in the fight against the Nidhogg, after which, if you are still alive, your punishment will be decided," Agvior recited imperiously before standing and heading for the door.

"How is Fill?" Hiccup asked.

"He will recover, but he will not be joining us in our fight against the Nidhogg. His mind was too damaged from your attack," Agvior said. He paused only briefly to cast a glance backwards before the tree opened, allowing him to leave.

Hiccup remained seated. After a moment he called, "You can come down now."

Astrid, helped by Sharpshot, limped down the stairs and into the living room. She sat down heavily in the chair vacated by Agvior, sighing as the weight was taken off her still sore injured leg. "I thought I told you to stay in my room," Hiccup said.

"If they were here to take you, they'd have to do it over my dead body," Astrid replied before setting the dagger Hiccup had given her on the table and sliding it over to him. He pocketed the dagger, returning it to its sheath in his belt.

Hiccup sighed and massaged his temple to ease a growing headache. "You didn't have to lie for me, you know," Astrid said softly.

"It was my choice," Hiccup said easily.

Astrid just nodded, she knew Hiccup would lie to save her and there wasn't anything she could do about it. "What is an apostate?" she instead opted to ask.

"Originally, it was those who dabbled too deep in dark or forbidden magic, or those who went against the laws of nature and created new magics. The punishment for which was, of course, death. Not being idiots, the so called apostates would flee their homes and would become wanted fugitives among the nine realms. Apostates could be killed without fear of reprisal and often bounties were given for the more dangerous ones. Now days, it's almost synonymous with being allied with Loki because he is actively seeking out and recruiting apostates to join him, and then training them in their arts further," Hiccup explained.

"How did you learn the curse?" Hiccup asked immediately in response to finishing his explanation.

"The wards let me through," Astrid answered, looking at some part of the tree she suddenly found fascinating. Her bold words to Sharpshot ringing in her mind.

Hiccup stared at her flatly for a moment. "Are you serious?" he asked in disbelief.

"Yes?" Astrid answered, somewhat confused.

Hiccup shook his head in disbelief and let out a low chuckle. "You just walked through a Skjaldborg ward like it was not even there and you're not the least bit impressed with yourself? I find that hard to believe," he said.

Astrid looked up from the spot she was examining, her embarrassment gone. In its place was a triumphant smirk. The Skjaldborg ward was one of the most powerful wards in existence that required days of ritualistic chanting and a blood sacrifice of its caster to take effect. Those who could manage to cast such a ward were one of the most powerful spellcasters alive. The ward itself, using the blood as a base, prevents anything or anyone that would, or could, harm the source of the blood with whatever the ward guarded. No one cast the ward for who would harm them, but for the second part, who _could_. The ward would not let anyone pass unless the thought of harming its caster was such a foreign idea that is was simply against their very nature.

Needless to say, Astrid had a very pleased smirk on her face at beating one of the strongest wards in existence. Her embarrassment quickly returned, in full strength, as the both of them knew what her actions meant. Astrid quickly decided to change the topic.

"Who is Fill?" she asked, thinking of the first question that came to her mind.

Hiccup scowled. "One of the elven riders of the Order. He is one of the few who dislike me because I was originally human," he answered.

"What does he have against humans?" Astrid asked, remembering his words on the training grounds.

"Haven't you noticed how evenly distributed the races are amongst the Order? Being a rider is so rare that no one race is more likely to be a rider than another, therefore there is a relatively equal number of every race. The only race not accurately represented is..." Hiccup said, gesturing to Astrid.

"Humans," she answered, "but why?"

"Loki has been turning them to his side for the past several millennia," Hiccup answered nervously. Astrid silently contemplated this new information. It was one of the few times she was given a straight answer about Loki.

After a few more minutes of silence Hiccup spoke again. "If I tell you not to read restricted books, would you listen to me?" he asked.

Astrid considered her answer for a moment. She didn't want to lie to him. "I don't know," she answered.

Hiccup sighed. "Sharpshot, bring me the book she was reading," he said. The small Terror fluttered upstairs to the library and quickly returned with _Forbidden Magic: Curses _in his claws. Hiccup sighed again.

"If you can't keep yourself away from the knowledge, then you should at least be taught properly. Everyone at the tournament saw you cast dark magic, your reputation is already stained. There is little harm to finishing your studies," Hiccup said.

Astrid gave him a weary look. "Are you sure?" she asked.

Hiccup rolled his eyes. "In this regard, you are exactly like me. Unable to resist your own curiosity. From now on, no matter what magic, come to me and I will explain it to you as best I can. In return, you will not, under any circumstance, use the magic without my express permission. If you violate this agreement, I will force you into a contract preventing you from using the spells at all," he answered.

Astrid just nodded in response. She decided to test their new agreement immediately. "What Agvior was saying, how there was no one to teach you illusion magic, how did you learn then?" she asked.

"You think curse magic is the only restricted book I own?" Hiccup asked, gesturing to the book where it laid on the table.

Astrid shook her head, feeling quite silly. "Once I figured out what my talent was, it was simple to learn from books. I didn't need a master to teach me," he supplied her.

Astrid hummed in thought, her eyes locked with the book on the table in front of her. "Astrid," Hiccup said, "there is one thing you should see before I teach you what's in that book."

Astrid felt Hiccup reach out with his mind into the woods surrounding their home. He found what he was looking for in under a minute. A few seconds later, a small squirrel bounded down the stairs and scurried up Hiccup's leg and into his hands. Hiccup smiled sadly and gave the squirrel a few pets before tightening his grip on the animal.

Hiccup chanted a few words under his breath and Astrid saw the squirrel glow with emerald magic. Before Astrid could ask what Hiccup was doing, he spoke, _"Ek Kosta!"_

The squirrel immediately stilled in his hand and then began thrashing violently, squealing and wailing. A blood-red aura of magic surrounded the squirrel and Hiccup's hand as the curse burned to life. After a few seconds of suffering the curse, the squirrel began to whine loudly, hurting Astrid's ears. Sharpshot cowered in the corner of the room. Large bubbles appeared under the squirrel's skin, bloating the animal until it was fit to burst. Astrid could see that Hiccup was slowly but surely tearing out the animal's magical core. The body reacted violently to such a thing.

Astrid thought he would release the magic and let the squirrel go after healing it, but Hiccup kept going. In the next moment, the bubbles of flesh popped sending several cups of blood splashing to the floor. The squirrel thrashed for a few seconds more before stilling, permanently. Hiccup dropped the squirrel to the ground unceremoniously and vanished its corpse and gore from both himself and the floor.

Astrid had tears in her eyes when Hiccup met her gaze. "What you're learning is not normal magic, Astrid. It is dark, regardless of what I said earlier. It was made for one purpose and one purpose only; to cause pain, harm, or death," he said gently.

Astrid nodded, blinking back the tears and trying to forget the squirrel's thrashing. She felt Stormfly's mind touch hers, offering her some comfort. With a hesitant hand she reached for the book and flipped open the pages, turning to the very first page detailing the Gaefuleysi curse. "_The… Gaefuleysi,_" Astrid looked up at Hiccup as she read, asking if she had the right pronunciation, Hiccup nodded, "_curse is perhaps the most elementary of curses. It is also one of the weakest. That is exactly what makes it so powerful. Few erect wards to guard against it and it is one of the last curses they would check against when trying to undo its effects. At the most basic level, it causes misfortune to befall its target, ranging anywhere from tripping over flat ground, to causing them to meet an unfortunate end at a stroke or heart attack. Of course, only a truly powerful spellcaster with a talent in curses could perform such a thing. In battle, one could curse their opponent wordlessly, causing them to make the smallest of mistakes. In a battle between masters, this would result in their death. Such is the usefulness of this curse. The incantation is 'Fa Gaefuleysi'."_

Astrid flipped to the next page where she read silently. Hiccup had left her to her reading and moved to the kitchen to prepare a meal. Neither of them had eaten in over twenty-four hours. He returned shortly with a fresh loaf of honeybread, a plate of cheeses and fruits, and two cups of gull'logr. Astrid ate some fruit idly as she read, turning the page again.

"_The Stiror curse, or more commonly known as the petrification curse, was created by the Aesir Forseti, lord of all courts and judgements, to safely jail those who came before him. This curse was created in direct opposition of the Domr curse, created by Forseti's rival, Tyr. The purpose of the Stiror curse is to prevent any and all movement of its target. Depending on the strength of the caster, the curse can be used to either prevent their physical body from moving, to the more advanced caster, prevent the target's very magical core from moving, essentially preventing them from casting any magic at all. The incantation is 'Veroa Stiror'." _Astrid looked up from the book to see Hiccup staring at her intently. She quickly averted her gaze and turned the page back to the index, looking for the Domr curse.

"_The Domr curse, or the judgement curse, was created by the Aesir Tyr to spite his rival in the courts, Forseti. In direct opposition to the petrification curse, the judgement curse had only one goal: vengeance. Once applied to its target, they would be asked a single question, usually if they had committed a crime. If the target was innocent of the crime, the curse would break harmlessly and they would be set free. If they were guilty, however, the curse would activate and liquify the internal organs, killing the target. While all looked to Forseti for justice, all looked upon Tyr for revenge. The incantation is 'Fa Domr'."_ Astrid trailed off as she read a long list of the uses of the curse, her stomach churning at the historic uses.

The two of them passed their time in much the same way every day. They would wake, take a small meal, Astrid would study books from the restricted section, coming to Hiccup when she had questions like he had asked, while Hiccup made significant gains in eliminating his mountain of mail. After the fifth day of reading Loki's book on curses Astrid had finished and memorized all the ones she thought were benign, useful, or mostly harmless. She made an oath to herself that she would never use the more serious ones, like the Kosta curse, again. Hiccup was entirely right, this magic was dark.

During this time, Hiccup had her on a strict regimen of lots of rest, and lots of potions. Astrid no longer needed the pain potions, but she took the bone regrowth potions for another day. The dull ache she felt starting from her leg and growing up to her thigh remained and made it difficult to sleep at night so Hiccup brewed her some sleeping potion which helped tremendously. In the end, she had recovered nicely from her injuries curse useage. She would suffer no long term adverse effects.

It was what happened on the eighth day, the day before they were to prepare to march on Hvergelmir, that surprised the both of them tremendously. Astrid was sitting in the living room on the ground floor, reading a thick restricted book on the methods of creating magical hybrid creatures, such as the manticore; a legendary beast with the head of a man, the body of a lion, and the tail of a dragon. The penalty for breeding such a monstrosity was usually death at the hands of said creature. So lost in her reading Astrid was she did not notice the tree parting and allowing a small band of elves entrance.

A group of ten elves, hands on the hilts of their weapons and ready to draw, entered Hiccup and Astrid's tree house in a defensive formation. Hiccup immediately bolted from the kitchen to the living room and stood defensively in front of Astrid. He cursed under his breath as All-slayer was in his room upstairs. He silently sent word to Sharpshot to fetch it for him.

Seeing that there was no threat, the elves relaxed, and some even removed their hands from their swords, giving Hiccup nods of respect. Astrid willed the tree to create a small compartment under the table she was sitting at and stored the book there before standing to join Hiccup.

A moment later, Auriel walked into their home calmly. She had recovered from her wounds nicely, but she walked with a limp and a long scar ran from her temple to her chin where Astrid had kicked her with the Kosta curse activated. It was likely permanent; never to heal. "Leave us," she commanded her guard easily.

The guardsmen shared an uneasy look but one glare from Auriel sent them back out of the house without a word of complaint. Auriel limped over to where the two of them were standing before moving to sit at the table, a small chair sprouting to life for her automatically. Auriel grimaced as she sat, clearly still feeling the effects of her battle with Astrid.

Hiccup and Astrid shared a small look before they too sat. A pit of dread worked its way into Astrid's stomach as she fretted over what this visit would mean. It was likely that Auriel had come to deliver their punishments personally, for revenge. How wrong they were.

"... I'm sorry," Auriel apologized quietly. Astrid looked like she had been slapped and Hiccup had his contemplative mask in place. Neither expected her to be here to apologize.

"I…" Auriel cast a wary glance at Hiccup, who easily caught the gesture. He stood and made his way to the stairs, running into a struggling Sharpshot who was unceremoniously trying to drag All-slayer down the stairs to his master. Hiccup pocketed the sword and gave Sharpshot a little scratch.

With Hiccup gone, Auriel continued speaking. "I don't know what I was thinking, during our duel. I was angry and caught up in the moment, and I said things that I did not mean," she said solemnly.

Astrid sat stiffly in her chair, not believing she had an elven princess apologizing to her with a highly illegal book on dark magic not two feet from her. "How did you figure it out?" Astrid asked, coming to her senses quickly.

Auriel seemed to study the table, not wanting to meet her gaze. "After our dance, I saw Hiccup run to your side. I was angry, so I kept my eyes on him during the final speech and the bonding. I saw you hug him and then drag him into the forest, so I followed the two of you. It was unbecoming of me, not just as a princess, but as a woman," she explained evenly.

Both of them sat in silence for a time. "Why do you love him?" Astrid asked quietly.

Auriel met Astrid's gaze as she answered. "When the dark elves captured me, they were going to… defile me. He saved me from a fate worse than death, risking his life to do so. After that, we became close friends. I learned he didn't do it because I was a princess, he didn't do it because he wanted to gain anything from it, he did it because it was the right thing to do. He saw me for me, and not some royal damsel in distress." she said confidently, allowing her affection for Hiccup to seep into her voice.

Astrid just nodded at her explanation. The two of them fell back into an awkward silence. "I'm sorry-" Astrid began to say, before she was silenced by Auriel.

"Don't. You're not sorry, and I deserved what happened. The fault lies entirely with me. I've spoken to my mother and convinced her not to seek any punishment towards you or Hiccup. We'll need every able bodied warrior we can get if we are to slay the Nidhogg and I'll not have the two of you risking your lives just to come back and find a dungeon cell waiting for you," she said.

Astrid inclined her head in thanks. "Perhaps in another life we could have been friends," Astrid offered, knowing full well the two of them would never get along while they competed for Hiccup.

Auriel gave Astrid a sad look. "We still can be. I have no intention of pursuing Hiccup any longer," she replied.

Astrid gave her a confused look, not able to find the words to ask why. Auriel just smiled sadly. "I've seen how he looks at you when he thinks no one is watching. He lied, that night in the woods. He is utterly, irrevocably smitten with you. I am happy that he finds happiness in you, that is all I could ever ask for in a loved one; for them to be happy, even if it is not with me," Auriel said quietly.

Astrid was at a loss for words. Auriel stood and limped out of the living room and into the woods once more, the tree house sealing up behind her as she left.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The next morning, Hiccup and Astrid awoke early. Both dressed in their finest attire and were armed to the teeth and heavily armored. Hiccup wore his black dragonscale armor and rose-red Order tabard while Astrid worse a casual set of dwarven leathers with mithril chain armor over it. In addition, Hiccup had spent most of the week brewing potions. It was likely they would need them themselves, or at the very least, they could give some to those who did. In the end, he had brewed an entire chest filled with pain potions, flesh and bone regrowth potions, sleeping potions, and a potion that provided sustenance in the absence of food, in case of a rations shortage.<p>

Astrid ate a small meal, despite knowing it was the last time she would have a chance to eat good food for some time. The same nervous excitement she felt when she sailed to the nest assailed her once more. She remembered the battle with the Red Death like it was yesterday. After discovering her feelings, the battle had become the thing of her nightmares, watching Hiccup fall to his fiery death. She wouldn't let the same thing happen with the Nidhogg.

The two of them made their way to the top floor of the tree house with their provisions. Stormfly had grown used to standing still long enough to cover her in the dwarven dragon armor they received on Nidavellir. Hiccup had Toothless fully armored in half the time it took Astrid to get Stormfly suited up. Toothless, being the larger dragon, carried the chest of potions which was magicked to be lighter than it actually was.

Without saying a word, the two of them mounted their dragons and left through the portholes in the nesting floor. The guard that had been outside their home had left in the night, no doubt to prepare themselves for the coming journey.

Hiccup and Astrid glided lazily through the sky on their dragons, not in any rush to make their way to the grand tree. Above and around them were countless thousands of skyships, each nearly one thousand feet in length, with wingspans twice that on each side, held up by runic magic. Some were already filled with elves, armed and armored, ready to march into battle. It was frightening to think that an entire race could go extinct from this battle. This was truly a battle worthy of a saga.

The two of them were signalled by the ship higher up when Agvior's Nightmare fetched them. It was easily the largest of all the skyships. Instead of having traditional arms aboard, the ship was fully defensive. Powerful wards protected the ship from all manner of attack; both physical and magical. It was surrounded by large floating crystals which functioned as a way to communicate with and relay orders to other ships. It was, simply, the commanding vessel. The crew mainly consisted of officers and strategists with a skeleton crew of soldiers to guard them.

Toothless and Stormfly landed gracefully on the deck, sending a few quick predatory glances at the crew who got too close. The incident on the training grounds still fresh in their minds. Hiccup and Astrid leapt out of their saddles and onto the deck with equal grace to their dragons. Auriel walked out of a large cabin and the crew seemed to grow restless, their hands resting on their swords. Auriel rolled her eyes and gestured for the two riders to follower her into the impromptu war room. A large oval table sat in the center of the room, with hundreds of small floating crystals above their heads. Sprawled across the table was a sea of maps, charts, intel, and battle plans. Several smaller tables sat in the corners of the room, with more documents still, several elves seated around each busily scribbling with furious quills.

The occupants standing around the central table where well known at this point; the queen, Agvior, Auriel, the queen's military advisors, several military officers, and the two new riders of the Order. Which included, much to Hiccup and Astrid's ire, the extraordinarily lucky to be alive elf, Fill.

"I thought Fill wouldn't be joining us?" Hiccup said evenly as he took his place at the table, Astrid following close behind him.

Fill scowled, gingerly holding his ribs and standing in such a way that made his body a smaller target. Astrid felt the urge to laugh at the man's obvious cowardice but kept her mirth to herself. Fill, on his part, wisely kept silent.

Agvior cleared his throat to speak. "Fill has recovered remarkably well, more so than our mind healers expected. He is still in no condition to fight, but he has offered to assist us in a more command oriented position," he said cheerfully.

Astrid watched in fascination as Agvior talked. Floating around his head in a circle was a small crystal with a topaz-yellow glow. Another crystal with the same glow floated around Fill's head as well.

Agvior, seeing her curiosity piqued, seemed to remember something. "Ah, before I forget," he said, reaching into the folds of his robes he withdrew two identical crystals. With a wave of his hand, the same yellow-topaz glow emitted from them before they shot forward and began circling both Hiccup and Astrid's heads. A small spark of lightning zapped Astrid, shocking her, but was not painful. She felt the familiar touch of a mind contacting her, but not directly, seemingly coming from the crystal. Cautiously she opened her mind to see what the crystal wanted.

"These," Agvior said, his voice echoing in both her mind and ear, "are communication crystals. They will relay orders during the fighting. As riders, I shall be your commander while Hiccup will serve as my lieutenant as well as flight leader when it comes to actual fighting."

Hiccup's eyes widened ever so slightly, an almost imperceptible mannerism that Astrid caught after years of friendship. He was surprised. "Probably didn't think he would be named lieutenant after nearly killing a fellow Order member," Stormfly commented lazily, both dragons were listening in on the conversation through their riders.

Astrid nodded at Agvior's explanation. Due to the lack of riders on Nidavellir and their busy mission on Alfheim, she had yet to train in group aerial warfare. She had, of course, been briefed by Hiccup and read plenty of manuals on the subject, but there was a difference between theory and application.

The queen spoke next, her posture was rigid and formal and her face was an emotionless mask. Clearly she had not forgiven either of them of what transpired during the tournament. "We'll begin departure in an hour after the rest of the army has boarded their ships. The energy to go to Hvergelmir will be more than travelling between the nine habitable realms so we'll need every riders assistance to lessen the strain, including the two of you," she said tersely.

The queen and her advisors returned to studying the reports on the table, signalling that they had been dismissed. Agvior gave them both a sad look before he began to study a map. Hiccup and Astrid turned and made their way back to the deck, with Auriel following behind them.

"Sorry about mother," Auriel said once the three of them were out of hearing distance, "she is upset that I forced her not to take action against you. If it makes you feel any better, she is as angry with me as she is with you."

Hiccup just shrugged. "I didn't expect her to be so forgiving," he said in response.

"Yeah, she does have a bit of a vengeful side," Auriel admitted. "I can't believe she wanted to declare Astrid an apostate. The healers knew I would recover after the second day, there was no reason to go that far."

Astrid looked a little sheepish. "Well… given what I did, I don't think it was too much of a stretch," she said embarrassingly.

"You'll have to try more than a few forbidden curses if you want to beat me," Auriel said playfully, making sure it wasn't taken as an insult. "You guys hungry? I know I didn't eat much this morning."

Strangely, Astrid felt more relaxed than she did this morning and noticed that she was indeed a little hungry. Especially because of the lack of meat. She had run out of her jerky several days ago and was not allowed out to hunt because of their imprisonment. "Yeah, sure," Astrid said. If nothing else, it would give her a chance to mend things between the two of them. It wasn't good politics to be the enemy of a princess who forgave you for nearly killing her.

"I think I'll pass," Hiccup said before moving to sit in front of Toothless, who was curled up on deck. He sat crosslegged with his back straight, his hands resting loosely in his lap, and closed his eyes.

Astrid just shrugged and followed after Auriel who led her below deck into a large galley filled with tables and chairs that were fixed to the floor to prevent movement during flight. Thirty or so elves were scattered throughout the galley, lazily eating and chatting with each other in hushed tones, no doubt anxious over the coming battle. The two of them were given bowls of mushroom soup and a small hunk of bread by a motherly looking elf chef, several massive pots of soup boiling behind her, each standing taller than Astrid. It took a lot of food to maintain an army, Astrid knew that, and she wondered how the elves were going to keep the army fed during the duration of their campaign.

Astrid and Auriel ate in an awkward silence, neither knowing how to interact with the other. The only thing they had in common was Hiccup, and perhaps their duel. Neither were exactly subjects to discuss in pleasant company. Thankfully, Auriel decided to provide the subject of their conversation. "Can you tell me about Midgard?" she asked as she sipped on a spoonful of soup.

Astrid was somewhat surprised. "Sure, what do you want to know?" she said.

"Everything. I've never been there myself, and it has been several thousands of years since the last immortal set foot on the realm. We know very little about Midgard, truthfully," Auriel responded.

This was new information. "How come?" she asked eagerly.

Auriel gave her a skeptical look before relenting. "It is not known how or why, but shortly after Ragnarok began, Odin Allfather altered the World Gates, preventing all except humans from entering or leaving Midgard. He has never disclosed the reason why, even to my mother. We have long theorized that, for some reason, the Betrayer sought entry to the realm. Whatever the reason, it was dire enough to warrant the sealing of an entire realm. How he did this, we cannot say. Even the most powerful and wisest among us say that such a thing is wholy impossible; it would require the power of a god to alter the World Gates so," she explained.

Astrid nodded at the explanation. "Well... " she said, trying to decide where to begin, "Midgard isn't united like the nine realms are. We haven't spread out far enough, nor has a kingdom been strong enough, to rule the world. Most places are just trying to get by, like Berk. I can't really say for certain about the rest of the world, I haven't been anywhere except the barbaric archipelago and its immediate surrounding territories, but most people just try to survive. The largest kingdom is the Romans to the south, they rule most of the known world, at least according to the maps we have."

Astrid paused for a breath. "We have dragons like the other realms, most live in peace with them, although some places, like Berk, have had skirmishes in the past. Few humans are born with magic, and those that do are always quite weak. The shaman who taught me human magic was exhausted conjuring candlelight from her finger…" she tapered off, not sure what else to say.

Auriel listened with rapt attention to the very mundane explanation of Midgard as if it was the most fascinating thing she had ever heard. "I'm honestly not sure what you want to hear, its a pretty boring place," Astrid relented.

"Tell me about Berk. You and Hiccup come from there, yes?" Auriel half said, half asked.

"Yes… the humans there, our people, I guess, call themselves Vikings. We were a seafaring culture who got by on raiding neighboring countries. Eventually we settled in the barbaric archipelago and then quickly entered into a bitter war with the dragons for nearly three hundred years. I guess a lot didn't change during that time, until Hiccup came back and taught us the errors of our ways," Astrid explained.

"Berk was a small village on a smaller island. My family were farmers and the land was poor and winters harsh. Little could be grown, and what did, was not abundant nor tasteful. We sustained ourselves from fishing and trading what we did have; livestock, furs, and metals. Everyone could wield a weapon and were trained from a young age how to fight against dragons, so much so that after three hundred years of war the warrior caste simply ceased to exist; everyone on Berk was a warrior…"

Astrid continued to explain the history of Berk to Auriel who listened attentively. Astrid tried her best to paint the image of her home in Auriel's mind as much as her own; she missed Berk terribly. It was nearly an hour later before she had run out of things to say. "Midgard sounds like a wonderful place, despite its flaws," Auriel said as she processed the information.

The two of them had long since finished their lunch, but continued to talk idly for some time. Despite their shaky start, Astrid could say that the elf wasn't entirely unpleasant company. She was inquisitive like herself and despised the constraints of royalty that were placed upon her, which gave her points in Astrid's book.

Astrid finally decided to ask the question that had been burning in her mind since their duel, despite the impropriety of it. "Auriel, if you don't mind me asking, how does your magic work?" she asked cautiously.

Auriel smirked before pointing her index finger at the table and a small beam of light poured forth from the tip. "I have a rare talent that allows me to control and convert arcane energy into light. It's not as powerful as you might think, really, but it does come in handy," she explained.

"You mean the five shot limitation?" Astrid asked.

"Hiccup's information is a little out of date, actually. I can conjure seven arrows now, he is not the only one who has improved in his studies the past three years," Auriel said proudly.

Astrid made a note to ask about how Hiccup had changed. She didn't think he had grown any more powerful since they first met again on Berk. "Still, why only seven, then?" she reiterated.

Auriel frowned slightly. "It takes a great deal of arcane energy to create something from nothing, light even more so, especially for it to have enough power to harm someone instead of merely illuminating them. It doesn't have much of a practical use, either. The only thing it's good for is destruction or illumination," she said.

Astrid tried to run through a list of things you could do with light magic besides conjure weapons of deadly energized light. Her list was disturbingly short. "I see," she said.

"I think it's only fair you tell me how your enhancement magic is so good," Auriel responded coyly. Astrid laughed a little and explained her own magic to Auriel. The two of them debated the finer strengths and weaknesses of each other's magic for the better part of another hour before deciding to go back up deck. They could hear shouts as orders were relayed from the command room. When they didn't begin to leave in the hour as the queen specified, they assumed nothing was wrong. She was literally dragging her entire species off to war, it was unlikely they would be on time.

They found Hiccup where they had left him, sitting with his eyes closed near Toothless. Astrid had seem him perform a similar meditation, or what she thought was meditation, many times during their two years on Nidavellir. Personally, she never benefited much from the mental exercise but maybe in lieu of what was to come it was a good idea to start.

Toothless slapped the back of Hiccup's head with one of his large horn appendages, waking his rider. Hiccup gave his useless reptile a dirty look before standing to greet Astrid and Auriel. "Well, looks like we're all ready to go," Hiccup commented.

A moment later, the crystals sparked to life. "World Gate team report to command," Agvior's voice echoed in their minds before fading. Above them floated the great ring of the World Gate. and behind the command ship were thousands of skyships. Several smaller vessels launched and approached the command ship while riders on their dragons circled above. Agvior emerged from the war room followed by the queen, the two of them quickly mounted Agvior's Nightmare and approached the World Gate. Hiccup and Toothless left next, followed by Astrid and Stormfly, who allowed Auriel to ride with them.

Arrayed in a circle below the World Gate were nearly thirty of the strongest spellcasters in the elven nation. Each shared a look and a nod collectively before raising their hands and began to chant. Hiccup touched Astrid's mind and shared his knowledge of the incantation with her. Astrid was surprised to learn that despite the increased number of casters the spell took no less energy to complete. In fact, it seemed to require more. Astrid felt Hiccup float an explanation to her through their connection, stating that it was because they were travelling to a realm outside of the core nine.

The World Gate shimmered and hummed with power as the familiar rainbow of colors occupied the previously empty space inside the ring. As they finished the incantation, it roared to life. "_Hvergelmir!_" thirty voices commanded. Everyone felt the rush of magic as the gate created a door between the realms.

Beyond the veil, Hiccup and Astrid could see an endless expanse of ocean that was the lair of the Nidhogg.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Is this 3 chapters in a week? It seems about that length of time. I've been pretty inspired to write after the last two chapters but this one was a break from the roller coaster we've been on, which, hopefully, will pick up again next chapter when we enter the lair of the Nidhogg. **Just a fair warning, I have finals coming up soon. Therefore, the next chapter may be the last you get for one or two weeks.**

One thing I'm surprised nobody mentioned from the last two chapters was Hiccup's magic. It was a brief mention but the last time it was displayed you guys were theorycrafting in the reviews. Oh well. You'll see what his magic is at the end of this story arc.

And so begins Astrid's slow descent to the dark side. I quite enjoyed writing my pseudo-book about curses and magic in general, in fact I was tempted to release a chapter just of said books to explain magic in more detail. I feel like I could write multiple chapters devoted entirely to the mechanics of magic that I dream up in my head when I'm bored.

In some of the curses I talked about Forseti and Tyr. Both were gods of justice, however Forseti was more the guy you'd want judging your case. Forseti's justice was the justice of the law, whilst Tyr's justice was the justice of a warrior on the battlefield. In my AU, I always imagine them as sort of rivals in the Aesir courts since they both rule over the same aspect in mythology.

Translations are as follows:

Fill - "unpleasant", the rider Hiccup assaulted at the end of the last chapter.

Fa Gaefuleysi - literally "to give lucklessness." Unlucky curse.

Veroa Stiror - literally "to become still." Petrification curse.

Fa Domr - literally "to suffer judgement." Tyr's… truth curse.

Skjaldborg - literally "stronghold of protection," a blood ward of great strength.

As always, thanks for reading and please leave a review,

- Musica


	18. The End of All Hope

"Riders in first," the queen commanded before flying her small skyship over to Astrid and picking up Auriel. The two elves returned to the command ship with the rest of the non-riders.

"Hiccup, take point," Agvior called through the communications crystal.

Hiccup and Toothless eased through the portal and disappeared into Hvergelmir. Astrid and Stormfly went next, followed by several other apprentice riders.

The first thing Astrid noticed was the sheer volume of water below them. Hvergelmir was a water world, completely covered by ocean. It was a disorienting sight to look in all directions and see nothing but an endless expanse of ocean as far as the eye could see. It was a feeling bred through millions of years of evolution in dragons; there wasn't any place to land. All the riders and dragons were suddenly immensely grateful for the veritable armada of skyships behind them.

Below them, titanic bubbles slowly formed in the water before bursting and letting out a large amount of steam. In other parts of the ocean, huge columns of steam freely erupted from the ocean. Astrid's eyes widened as she realized what she was seeing; the ocean of Hvergelmir was boiling. Thick clouds coated the sky, obscuring the view of anything above them. The sky itself, however, was a peculiar shade of dull woody brown.

"Stay away from the steam. Cast sensory charms to detect turbulence. If you get caught by one of the downdrafts, you'll be dead," Hiccup commanded.

The riders gulped and quickly cast the required spells. No one wanted to test firsthand how hot the water really was. The riders inched forward into the realm on high alert, looking for any indication that they were about to face the beast of legends. At the front, Hiccup began to chant a spell. A few moments passed before emerald light flared into existence and spread out in a sphere in all directions before fading to nothing. For several tense moments, Hiccup waited.

Eventually, the crystals floating around their heads whirred to life again. "All clear. No living beings within ten cubic miles of the gate," Hiccup's voice echoed.

"We're coming in now," Agvior's voice echoed back in response. Astrid and the rest of the riders cleared the gate and began circling idly, observing the new realm. Skyships began to pour through the gate, starting with the command ship. On deck was Agvior's dragon who looked somewhat disappointed to not be flying with his rider with the rest of them.

It took nearly a full day to transport the many thousands of skyships through the gate. While the riders originally were flying and guarding the ships as they came through, they quickly began to feel the strain of holding the gate open for such a long period of time. One by one they were forced to land and sever their connection to the gate else the gate begin to sap their life to fuel itself in lieu of arcane energy.

Astrid tried to last as long as she could, but much to her chagrin, she was the fourth to last rider to give up. She could feel the gate tugging painfully on her magical core and it was dangerously close to being exhausted. Two of the other apprentices had grimaces on their faces as they attempted to stay in flight longer than Hiccup. Astrid just shook her head at their foolishness. Eventually, they too landed on a nearby skyship for rest. The gate was being solely maintained by Hiccup, Agvior, and queen Zophiel at this point. She could feel their magic flowing from their bodies and back into the gate.

As always, it was a staggering amount of energy. The fact that mortals could have so much power was mind boggling. When the last ship finally glided through the gate, it immediately shut down with an audible pop. Astrid, and every other spellcaster, could feel the cords of magic connecting Hiccup, Agvior, and the queen to the gate snap as they were released from their bonds.

Hiccup, the last rider in the sky, descended and landed on the command ship, joining Astrid. He was tired, but not exhausted. The rest of the spellcasters had blunted the drain enough that the three of them could sustain the gate long enough for the army to cross. All around the command ship were thousands of large skyships. The queen, seeing the first part of their journey successful, nodded and moved to speak with Agvior and the other riders grouped on the command ship. "How far out are we, do you reckon?" she asked.

Agvior studied the horizon for a few moments. "It is impossible to tell, truthfully. There is no sense of scale; we could be days or years away. If I had to guess, I would say nearly ten days, perhaps more," the old elf said.

Hiccup noticed the confused look on Astrid's face and pointed out to the peculiar brown sky. Astrid squinted and narrowed her eyebrows in concentration, a mannerism Hiccup found quite charming. He waited several moments for the inevitable emotions to fly across her face when she realized what she was looking at.

"I don't…" Astrid started saying before her eyes widened and her mouth hung agape. The brown sky was not the sky. Near the edges Astrid could make out the smallest hue of blue that signified the real sky. The brown _thing _obscured so much of the sky as to be appear to be the sky.

"The root of Yggdrasil, one of the three in existence that we can see on the mortal plane," Hiccup commented.

"It's... nothing can be that big. It's beyond anything I've ever seen," Astrid said in awe.

A smile graced Hiccup's lips at her reaction. "Well, it is Yggdrasil. It's cosmic in scale, it holds up all of creation from the void," he said.

"Where are we headed?" Astrid asked in response.

Hiccup moved to the bow of the ship with Astrid following him, where he pointed at the horizon. "See where the root touches the water? It's hard to see because the bark has been gnawed off," Hiccup explained.

Astrid followed his finger and traced the root down to the ocean. It was impossible to tell how high the white of the wood stretched into the sky, but she could clearly see where bark ended and wood began. "No way…" Astrid said, thinking about the size of the creature that could eat at the root of Yggdrasil itself. Hiccup smiled at her continued disbelief.

The armada of skyships began to fly forward towards the root at a quick pace, but still nothing when compared to dragonback. "Personally I think it will be closer to fourteen days instead of ten, but it is hard to tell from this far away. The size plays tricks on the mind," Hiccup commented.

"What are we supposed to do for two weeks?" Astrid asked dejectedly. She assumed Hiccup was right, because he was always right in her mind.

"Well, it's not like Hvergelmir is exactly safe. It's dangerous to fly with this much steam in the air. If we hit up or downdrafts there could be some serious problems. There is also the matter of the guardians which I'm sure we'll encounter sooner rather than later. We also need to be constantly vigilant against the Nidhogg attacking us. Really nothing for us personally to do unless there is fighting to be done, we could probably train some more in our down time," Hiccup rattled off.

Astrid gave him a skeptical look. "Train? On this ship? Are you mad, we'd destroy the thing," she said.

Hiccup gave Astrid a playful smirk that made her heart skip a beat. "I have my ways. Your training is almost complete under me, after this battle you'll most likely be knighted. It's time we finished your education," he replied confidently.

Astrid quirked an eyebrow playfully. "Oh? The all powerful and all knowing Hiccup admits he has nothing left to teach me?" she asked.

Hiccup shook his head and sat down cross legged near the bow of the ship. "Take a seat if you want to find out," he said, gesturing to the place opposite him.

Astrid sat down, curious at Hiccup's actions. "Just look into my eyes," he said softly.

A small smile crossed Hiccup's face as Astrid lifted her gaze to meet his. She always did have the most beautiful eyes on Berk.

Astrid stared into Hiccup for a moment before she felt the world begin to dissolve around her. She held her breath and attempted to quell her rising panic, she knew Hiccup wouldn't hurt her but the image of Fill clawing at his flesh was at the fore of her mind. The first thing to go was the sky. In its place was a void of white, stretching on for eternity. The next was the command ship and the ocean below, again replaced by a white void. Several thousand skyships floated in the distance of the white void, and one by one, they too disappeared. The last things to be removed were Toothless and Stormfly, who had curled up on deck to take a nap.

When the illusion was finished, Hiccup and Astrid sat on a floor of a pure white void that stretched on for eternity in every direction. "Where are we?" Astrid asked.

The void seemed to react to her words and the whirred to life, spinning about and filling both of their vision with white. When the world once more calmed, they were standing in the kill ring on Berk, albeit it was several hundreds of times bigger. "This," Hiccup said as he stood and gestured grandly, "is my crowning achievement. As far as I know, I'm the only spellcaster in the nine realms who can create an illusory world with absolute control over every aspect of the illusion. My master can do something similar, but only with aid."

Astrid quickly recalled that Agvior didn't know about Hiccup's talent for illusion magic, so it must have been Auor. She said nothing, not confident enough in their unsteady friendship to bring it up. "What do you mean 'absolute control'?" Astrid asked.

Hiccup had a proud smirk on his face as he launched into the explanation of the magic. "There are two limiting factors to illusion magic; how strong you want the illusion to be, and how much control you want over the illusion. It takes a lot of magic to create a strong illusion that cannot be broken, and it takes exponentially more to create one that you can control with a great degree. My world, however, is perfect, in the sense that while it isn't very strong, I have absolute control over everything. _Everything_," he emphasized.

"For example, I can create any place I want, real or imagined. I can summon people, real or imagined, and give them life, true personality. But, above all, and why this is my crowning achievement, is that I can control the very nature of creation in this world; I can control how time flows here," he continued on, letting the last sentence sink in.

Astrid let her mind chew over his words. Illusion magic was not her forte, in fact she was terrible at it, but she knew more about the subject than most because it was Hiccup's magic and she wanted to know more about him. Therefore, she knew when he mentioned the control of time, that that was something beyond extraordinary. Auriel's words from a yesterday rang in her mind; how much stronger had Hiccup grown. She knew the answer now. "This is how you've been training yourself isn't it?" she said in awe and genuine happiness that he had managed this spell.

Hiccup grinned at her proudly. "Yep, I can increase the amount of time that passed here compared to the real world but it costs more energy the larger the gap is. Usually I go for an hour in here, a minute outside," he said, and a wall of dwarven timepieces sprouted into existence from nothingness.

"What's the longest you can do?" Astrid asked in genuine curiosity. She may not be able to cast illusion magic but it was a fascinating discipline of magic. Made all the more fascinating by the man she loved.

Hiccup pondered the question for a moment. "If I really tried, I could probably sustain an hour in here to a second outside, but it would cost me a lot of energy. I don't know how long I could sustain it without an external power source," he answered.

"Hiccup… this is incredible! You'll be the most famous illusion master in, in… a long time! When are you going to publish your findings?" Astrid asked excitedly.

Hiccup's smile turned to a frown. "I'm not," he answered simply.

"But… why?" Astrid asked, her excitement quickly fading at Hiccup's dejected mood.

"Illusion magic isn't considered dark, but it isn't looked upon well by others. It's manipulative and everyone is still too fearful of Loki to accept it without bias," Hiccup said, explaining his reasons for hiding his one of a kind talent.

Astrid frowned but accepted his explanation. It was true, after all. She decided it would be best to change topics. "Let's get on with our training then!" she said cheerfully.

Hiccup's smile returned. A moment later, the two of them began to spar fiercely and competitively. In the illusion world, Astrid's enhancement magic didn't give her nearly as much of an advantage as in the real world. Hiccup easily kept up with her and pushed her to the limits of her endurance.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>When Astrid opened her eyes again, she could still see the gate behind them in the distance. They had barely moved at all and yet she had spent the past two hours training with Hiccup in his illusion world. It had only been two minutes in real time, but Astrid felt exhausted. Astrid realized suddenly how powerful Hiccup really was. The skill and power to create something that could control time was something that bordered on the realm of the gods.<p>

The two of them stood and stretched. Despite only sitting for two minutes they felt the rigors of their training in their bodies, strangely. "How come we feel like we actually trained?" Astrid asked, curious.

Hiccup quirked an eyebrow. "The mind and the body are two halves of the same whole. One cannot survive without the other. The mind makes it real," he explained simply.

The memory of Fill's terror filled screams came to mind. It dawned on Astrid how truly terrifying illusion magic could be in the right hands. Hiccup could kill a man by simply imagining it.

"Come on, let's-" Hiccup began to say before being cut off by the spark of energy from his communications crystal.

"All hands, battlestations!" Agvior roared, his voice echoing in the skulls of every rider. On nearby ships, Hiccup and Astrid could see elves rushing on deck and separating into groups for area of effect magic.

Their training instantly kicked in and they were both mounted on Toothless and Stormfly within seconds. They took to the skies just in time to see the nearest skyship disappear into the maw of a giant, sinuous serpent that erupted from the boiling water below. It was the largest snake either Hiccup or Astrid had ever seen, large enough to stand several thousand feet in the air and swallow a several hundred foot long skyship. Hiccup and Astrid could see the terror on the faces of the elves as the skyship's wards flared and crumbled under the serpent's bite. A moment later, large fangs pierced the hull and shattered the skyship, sending the elves to their deaths in the boiling waters below.

More serpents erupted and began attacking ships. "All ships ascend full speed!" queen Zophiel roared through the crystal as the captains rushed to save themselves and their crew. Hiccup and Astrid attacked the nearby snake simultaneously. A lethal combination of Night Fury fire and Nadder spikes assaulted the serpent, who hissed in pain before going boneless and falling dead, floating in the ocean below and sending a tidal wave of water in every direction.

Hiccup and Toothless immediately darted off, seeing the head of another serpent rise from the ocean. Hiccup raised both of his hands which were coated in emerald light as he worked his magic. He drew water from the atmosphere, forming two large pools. The pools warped into the shape of two spears and then Hiccup transfigured them to ice before sending them thundering towards the serpent's eyes. The first spear pierced the eyeball of the snake, and the second broke through the first and went clean through the snake's skull. Before the creature had a chance to hiss in pain, it dropped dead.

"Aim for their eyes!" Hiccup commanded over the communication crystal.

"Yes, lieutenant," was echoed by the riders as they too began to attack the serpents. Some conjured spears or arrows of ice in a similar manner that Hiccup did, while others used dragonfire.

Hiccup and Toothless continued to dart through the air, attacking serpents before they could attack the skyships above. Toothless blasted the serpents before they could do anything while Hiccup conjured walls of ice spears and sent them whistling through the sky at astounding speed.

Astrid focused on helping those who were already under attack by the creatures. She could see elves clustered in circles on the deck of the ship as they chanted, strengthening the wards of the ship to withstand the bite of the serpent and, at the same time, casting spells to attack. One of the ship captains marched out on deck, furious, and transfigured part of the hull into wooden stakes which sent the attacking serpent reeling back in pain. Stormfly took the opportunity to cover the serpent's eyes with deadly poisoned spikes from her tail. The creature dropped dead in seconds.

While Stormfly attacked with flame or spikes, Astrid took Hiccup's example; conjuring and transfiguring large spears of ice from the atmosphere and sending them through the creature's skulls. So focussed on freeing a ship Astrid did not notice that she had garnered the attention of one of the serpents as it erupted from the boiling ocean below to consume her. Stormfly squawked in alarm as she felt the change in air pressure and moved to dodge, but was too slow. Astrid's eyes widened in fear as she looked down into the open maw of the serpent and saw darkness and a flash of golden light.

Golden light. That didn't belong inside the belly of a sea serpent. The serpent fell backwards soundlessly back into the ocean, dead. Astrid looked over and saw Auriel standing on the deck of the command ship with her bow in hand. She inclined her head in thanks and Auriel returned the gesture before she looked for her next target on the opposite side of the ship.

Despite how high the skyships continued to rise, the serpents continued to erupt from the ocean and attack them. Suddenly, Hiccup's voice echoed through the communication crystals. "They're too big! Head for the steam plumes! I don't think the serpents can deal with the higher water temperature there!" he yelled. Astrid could hear him chanting under his breath during the entire message as she watched a large blade of ice appear over the head of a particularly large serpent and then crash down, skewering it.

The queen barked orders over the crystals, getting all her captains to get their ships to the nearby plumes of steam that billowed off the boiling ocean. Hopefully, Hiccup was right. Astrid returned to the battle with a vengeance. The ice magic was beginning to take its toll on her but she dutifully continued to summon spears and arrows of ice to attack the serpents. Stormfly had ran out of spikes and was quickly exhausting her magic with long gouts of flame which could blind, but not kill.

Around her, Astrid could see the other riders facing similar difficulties. They were all exhausted and being pushed to their limits so soon after entering the gate. Astrid saw a flash of gold light, the fifth one she had managed to catch, impale a serpent between the eyes and reduced its head to a mush of bloody flesh and bone. It seemed Auriel went easy on her during their duel.

A few thousand yards away Hiccup and Toothless were doing battle with three large serpents, who had given up on attacking the skyships and instead focused on the rider that was slaying their brethren in droves. Hiccup scowled in annoyance as the duo had to focus on avoiding their unusually agile strikes and bites. In a fit of anger, Hiccup summoned up a large quantity of arcane energy and formed three nails of wind and drove them into the eyes of the serpents like a hammer. It wasn't as effective as using spears of ice, but it was quicker than conjuring water and freezing it. The three serpents fell dead and Hiccup retreated to the command ship to rest for a short moment.

The battle raged around them. Elves on the decks of the ship chanted in unison, casting powerful area of effect spells that killed the serpents with the same deadly efficiency as the riders and their dragons. Astrid touched down next to Hiccup, she herself was feeling exhausted especially after their bout of training. "Are you alright?" Astrid yelled over furious yelling of elves and pained hissing of snakes.

Hiccup nodded in response, slightly embarrassed that Astrid was asking after his wellbeing. Toothless slapped him with one his horn appendages as if to chide him. Hiccup's mood was lifted as he saw the serpents cease their attack the closer the ships drew to the large plumes of steam. It was a dangerous gambit; if the snakes didn't stop they would be under attack in rough flying skies. It would be his fault as flight leader if his judgement was wrong. He sighed in relief.

The other ships saw that the serpents had stopped attacking and hastily made their way near the plumes of steam as well, eager to be safe from the threat. When the last ship entered the safety of the steam, the serpents turned tail and left, diving back to the depths from whence they came. Shouts and cheers of elation at their first victory sounded over the wind.

Those shouts quickly turned from shouts of elation to shouts of fear. From the giant plumes of steam descended a swarm of feathered serpents, gliding on the wind and attacking the ships. They were not dragons, nor could they actively fly. They were forced to rely on the steam geysers to lift them into the sky and then glide with large feathers that adorned their head, tail, and spine. Each was long and sinuous, longer than a man was tall, and as thick. They were a sickly grey color with a maw of crooked and cracked fangs. The first elf to fall to the creatures screamed in such agony that his voice broke.

Instantly the army burst back into action. Riders descended onto the ships, for it was too dangerous to fly when they were outnumbered so. Each rider, including Hiccup and Astrid, rushed to fetch a bow below deck and returned with several quivers of arrows, ready to unleash them upon the foul creatures. Auriel joined Hiccup and Astrid, this time using a mundane bow; her magic having been spent on the serpents earlier.

Despite not owning a bow, both Hiccup and Astrid were proficient with the weapon. All riders were required to be proficient with every standard Alliance weapon; the sword, the spear, the bow, the axe, and the mace. Arrows rained down upon the feathered snakes like rain. So thick were the clouds of arrows were that the sun could not be seen through them. The snakes roared in challenge and darted at the ships. The warriors of the first ship smirked and continued firing. The wards would protect them and the creatures would be easy targets. It surprised them, then, when the snakes easily squirmed through the wards and began to devour the elves. Cries of alarm went up as the rest of the army discovered the same thing; the wards did not keep these creatures at bay.

Hiccup, Astrid, and Auriel backed away from the sides of the ship and stood back to back, a crate of arrows between them as they loosed arrow after arrow upon the creatures before they could take any crew from the command ship. The warriors of the command ship joined them with their own bows, and even some of the support staff rushed on deck with bows in their hands. Behind them, commands were heard being roared through communication crystals as the queen and Agvior directed the other ships.

One of the feathered snakes dived through the hail of arrows and attempted to snap at Auriel. Toothless reared up on his hind legs and plucked the creature out of the sky with his jaws. A second later, a loud squashing sound echoed over the deck as Toothless chewed on the snake like a fruit. Hiccup put one arrow between the creature's eyes just to be safe. The feathered snakes continued to pour forth from the plumes of steam in a neverending stream.

Hiccup suddenly realized what the problem was as he observed one of them glide through the air back down to the ocean below. His communication crystal flared emerald. "All ships retreat away from the steam geyser! The snakes are in the ocean below and using the geyser to travel up and attack!" he roared to get the order through to the men over the chaos of battle.

Despite knowing where the creatures were coming from, they still had thousands of ships to get away from the steam before they were safe. They needed a distraction. Hiccup took stock of his and Toothless' arcane energy and found them wanting, severely. Astrid and Auriel took notice of his actions when he stopped firing arrows. "Hiccup! What's the plan!" Auriel shouted as she shot three arrows at the same time, each finding their mark in the foreheads of a feathered snake.

"I need energy! Lend me yours, the both of you!" Hiccup yelled as he fired one more arrow before turning and placing one hand on each of their shoulders. Astrid and Auriel allowed their cores to be siphoned as Hiccup prepared the spell using energy from all of them. Hiccup's eyes smoldered with power, a light seemingly burning behind the emerald of his irises. The sight momentarily made Astrid miss one of her shots.

One second the three of them felt fine, tired, but fine. The next, they were on their knees from exhaustion. Hiccup's illusion took effect immediately. In the air above them was the Red Death itself. The feathered snakes cried out in alarm at the sudden appearance of the large dragon that looked so much like their master, albeit infinitely smaller. One of the snakes ventured too close and was rewarded by a quick snap of the jaws which severed the creature in half. Or so it thought. The elves watched in awe as the snake straightened and dropped out of the sky, dead, without so much as being touched. Hiccup's words came back to Astrid's mind. _"The body cannot exist without the mind,"_ he had said.

The elves continued to fire storms of arrows on the retreating feathered snakes as Hiccup's illusory Red Death gave chase, killing the snakes in droves as they struggled to outfly the large dragon. If they were intelligent, they would have noticed that it was impossible for such a large creature to catch them with such ease. Astrid and Auriel turned to see Hiccup laying on the ground, gasping for breath. Astrid was on her knees immediately, worried. "Hiccup, are you alright?" she asked.

"Yeah-" he wheezed, "just tired."

Astrid and Auriel shared a smirk. Above them the illusory Red Death continued to decimate the feathered snakes. The elves did not cheer as they left the steam geysers and returned over open ocean. They were on edge, preparing to defend against the large sea serpents once more. After nearly five minutes without being attacked, cheers erupted. They were safe. Hiccup breathed a sigh of relief and fell into blissful unconsciousness. As his eyes closed the illusory Red Death vanished in a flash of emerald light. The feathered snakes were too far away to glide to the retreating ships.

The queen's voice echoed through the communication crystals. "Sound off! Report injuries and casualties!"

After several minutes of chattering Agvior's voice responded. "Fifty-six ships destroyed, some six thousand warriors lost. Another ten thousand more wounded," he said gruffly as he reported their losses.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"That was amazing! I've never seen such a powerful illusion before, it covered all the ships and then some," Auriel commented excitedly as she and Astrid watched over a slumbering Hiccup in the ship's infirmary. He had exhausted his magical core in conjuring the illusory Red Death that warped such a large portion of reality.<p>

"Yeah, it was pretty amazing," Astrid commented absentmindedly as she observed Hiccup's sleeping face. He seemed much more peaceful than when he was awake. The armada continued to move at a quick pace and soon the World Gate was barely visible on the horizon as they made their way to the root of Yggdrasil. Guards were posted on watch every hour of the day, the queen refused to be caught unaware by another attack by the sea serpents which they now knew below. Command settled on flying high, just below the clouds, to maximize the distance between them and the ocean.

"I knew he was good with illusion magic, but that good, it was really impressive," Auriel continued singing Hiccup's praises. Astrid mostly tuned her out, lost in her thoughts as she was.

"Astrid? You okay?" Auriel asked when she realized Astrid wasn't really paying attention.

"Yeah, just a little tired," she admitted. The riders had been worked to the bone over the last few hours as they recovered from the battle to provide security in case they were suddenly attacked again.

Auriel considered taking Astrid for a tour of the ship. She had quite a bit of time to herself and knew all the interesting spots. She refrained from offering because she knew Astrid was exhausted and would rather watch over Hiccup herself, so she ended up excusing herself to the galley to find something to eat. Astrid declined the offer to accompany her, as expected. Toothless and Stormfly were still sound asleep above deck, catching up on their much needed rest. Lazy reptiles.

A small smile graced Astrid's lips as a variety of emotions crossed over Hiccup's sleeping face. The smile disappeared when those emotions were pain.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup found himself standing in the cathedral of his mind, as he usually did when he was asleep. Only he wasn't asleep this time. He was unconscious, he couldn't wake up. There was a difference. "Great, just great," he muttered as he paced back and forth in the antechamber with the giant organ that played the music of his mindscape.<p>

"Toothless?" he called out questioningly, hoping his friend would answer. Silence.

Hiccup scowled and sighed again. He knew he had exhausted his magical core and his body would likely be unconscious for some time while he recuperated. The only problem he was bored out of his mind and worried about the safety of the armada, or more specifically, Astrid, Toothless, and Stormfly. He couldn't care less about the others.

Sitting down cross legged in the middle of the room, Hiccup made a decision; he would visit the Realm Eternal and make good use of his time. It was either that, or spend some time training in his illusory world where time was much slower than it normally was. He wanted to spend less time unconscious, not more, so he decided to use his powers as a seer.

Hiccup closed his eyes and concentrated on clearing his mind, allowing all thoughts of Astrid's beauty and worries of the Nidhogg leave his waking mind. Eventually he found himself standing on the ocean of translucent emerald water that was his magical core. Going through the motions, he once more held his breath out of instinct and dived into the depths. He quickly found himself once more in a sea of darkness, unable to see anything around him. The darkness was warm and welcoming, like an old friend. He felt the source of all his power and continued to swim towards it and once more found the small pearl of flawless white void at the bottom of his magical core. He smiled in the darkness and reached out to touch it.

Hiccup found himself once more standing in the endless white void of eternity that was the Realm Eternal. He stood straight and stretched, glad to be back and working on his true passion once more. If he was lucky, he might figure out something about the Anomaly this trip. He had never tried going to the afterlife while unconscious, and was somewhat surprised that it had worked.

Looking around, Hiccup saw nothing of interest. He didn't want to look for the Anomaly just yet, he had been trying for the past two years to make some progress on that front and every time he was crushed by the overwhelming pressure with no progress. He was missing a piece of the puzzle, and if there was one thing Hiccup hated, it was not knowing everything. Well, there were many things he hated, but this was one of them.

Making up his mind, Hiccup decided he would do some observation and study of the locals. They were fascinating creatures, truly, he admitted to himself. The 'guardians' as he had come to term them, were malevolent spirits whose sole purpose in their eternal watch was to guard the Anomaly from prying eyes, like his own. Hiccup had never met another seer to speak with about his abilities and thus he had no one to teach him in this regard. He could have gone to Odin Allfather, but his master would never forgive such a betrayal. So no, he was stuck learning on his own.

The guardians were some form of undead, he had decided after countless encounters. They were not dead in the classical sense, but neither were they living. He could feel the cold hand of death on his neck whenever he was in their presence. No living creature could evoke such a feeling in him. Hiccup knew this for a fact, he had faced, if not created himself, some of the darkest creatures imaginable. No, they were most certainly servants of Death himself.

That was his current theory, at least. The guardians were incorporeal, cloaked in darkness, and were bringers of frost. They could not be harmed by either arcane or mundane means, and even the slightest of touches rapidly drained away Hiccup's magical core, and then began drawing on his lifeforce. They were unkillable, but could kill with a wave of their ghostly hands.

Hiccup's skin turned to gooseflesh as he felt a chill crawl up his spine. The guardians were here. He turned around, and in the vast expanse of the void which contained nothing, he saw a lone guardian facing him. _Strange_, Hiccup thought, _they never come alone, always in hordes._

The guardian looked different too. The guardians were all identical and indistinguishable from each other. Hiccup had, for the longest time, assumed that they were simply copies of the same undead creature. Perhaps his theory was right, perhaps they descended from _this _creature. The guardian in front of him was tall, easily ten feet in height. He wore the standard cloak of his people, a wispy cloth of the purest darkness which blew in a nonexistent wind. Black smoke wafted from the opening in the cloak where his hands and feet should have been. It was his head, however, that Hiccup was interested in.

The guardian wore a helm of worn, weathered iron of the darkest gray. The helm had an opening where the eyes and mouth should have been, but was obscured by the cloak of darkness, leaving it faceless. A crown of spikes adorned the temple of the helm, giving it a menacing look. Around the creature's neck was a stole that had several tens of human skulls attached to it.

"Well, this is a first for me," Hiccup said confidently, "who are you?"

The creature drew in a ragged breath as if struggling to breathe. Its voice came raspy, guttural, and choking. It made Hiccup's hair stand on end. It was the voice of Death himself. "You should not be here, mortal," it rasped.

"I am a seer. My soul gives me the authority to peer into this realm as I wish," Hiccup answered.

The creature shook its head, causing the skulls on its stole to clank together. It exhaled and sent a mist of black smoke from the place where its mouth should have been. Hiccup wrinkled his nose at the smell; it smelt like decaying flesh. "No, mortal, it does not. We are not so blind as to not see your ambition. The only thing you are interested in is the one thing you cannot have. We are the most ancient and primordial beings in existence, our sole purpose is to prevent mortals like you from accomplishing your goal," it warned.

Hiccup considered the creature's words for a moment before a feral smirk crossed his lips and ambition smoldered in his eyes. "That can only mean that it is possible," he remarked darkly, his mind already racing as his suspicions were confirmed.

The creature shook its head once more, sending another spray of dark mist into the air. The smell of death was stronger. "It would not go as you wish, mortal. It would be your undoing, the undoing of all of creation. Our Creator has warned us against such folly," the creature warned.

Hiccup smirked again. "Our world is already heading to destruction. There is no harm in trying to save it, even if it is risked being destroyed," he replied. His mind was still racing at the very thought of what he had planned.

"Your world heads to its end only because of you and your father's ministrations," the creature said menacingly.

"We are the saviors of this world, not its destroyers. It is only natural we should rule above those below us," Hiccup replied, honestly shocked that this creature had any notion of what happened in the world of the living. He'd have to remember that.

The creature was silent for a time before speaking. "I had hoped to dissuade you from your quest, but I see that you have sunk too deeply into madness to see the light. Do not force me to remove you, mortal. I am beyond you," it rasped menacingly and drew a large serrated sword from nothingness.

Hiccup had no intentions of fighting this dark creature. He was strong, but he was not perfect. The smallest of mistakes would mean the end of his very soul. So, he smirked, and focussed on drawing himself out of the Realm Eternal.

His eyes widened when he didn't feel the familiar pull as he returned to his body. He didn't feel anything at all. He couldn't leave. The dark creature in front of him laughed menacingly as it held its blade and stepped forward. _Shit,_ Hiccup cursed, _I can't leave because I'm unconscious, not sleeping_.

Hiccup turned heel and sprinted as fast as he could. The guardians were immune to all physical and magical attacks. He couldn't fight this creature, only flee. The creature, unlike the other guardians, was not slow. In fact, it was quite agile. It floated after Hiccup, rather than run, carried by wisps of black smoke that came from its feet. It seemed to fly through the void, intent on taking his life.

Seeing the ethereal gleam of the creature's sword, Hiccup picked up his pace. He didn't want to find out what it felt like to be cut by the blade of Death. He tried again to pull his soul back to the world of the living and met the same barrier. _How am I supposed to wake up when I'm trapped here_, Hiccup cursed. He had never been in such a predicament before. Either Toothless or Astrid woke him up when things got really bad. He had neither, and couldn't even wake himself.

Hiccup ran for what seemed to be days, yet he did not tire. The strength of his soul carried him on passed his exhaustion. The creature was on his heels as if the whips of its master were cracking behind him. Hiccup tried once more to leave, and was once again, denied. He was about to let loose a long string of curses, but he felt the pressure. He was running towards the Anomaly. Hiccup turned and sprinted in a right angle, away from the Anomaly and the pressure it exerted. The creature seemed to pick up its pace as they neared the Anomaly.

Hiccup didn't feel the pressure lessen. In fact, it grew even stronger. He tried changing directions again, and again the creature increased its pace. The same thing repeated three more times before Hiccup realized he couldn't escape the Anomaly. The pressure was slowing him down while the creature continued to gain on him. He was going to die. Panic surged through his veins for a moment before Hiccup reigned in his calm. He tried once more to leave on his own volition and was once more stopped.

The pressure increased once more and adrenaline began to fuel his body. The pressure increased again, and again, and again, and again. It became unbearable and Hiccup could no longer continue running. He was reduced to crawling on his hands and knees to flee the creature. Hiccup felt a cold hand grip him firmly on the shoulders as he crawled and smelt the smell of rotting flesh.

He was unceremoniously turned over and forced onto his back as the creature floated above him. Hiccup's eyes widened as he caught sight of the creature raising his blade with both hands before bringing it down upon him. In a last, futile effort, Hiccup willed his soul back to his body.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"Hiccup!" Astrid screamed as he tossed and turned in his sleep, sweating profusely and trembling as if feverish. She knew he was in the Realm Eternal. She knew something was wrong because of the expression of fear on his face. Something was wrong, she knew it.<p>

"Hiccup!" she tried again, shaking him violently. No response.

"Toothless!" Astrid called telepathically. If she couldn't wake him, maybe Toothless could.

Toothless mind quickly joined her as they both attempted to wake Hiccup to no avail. Hiccup began to seize and whimpered in pain. "Hiccup!" Astrid and Toothless called desperately.

They were rewarded with Hiccup snapping his eyes open and sitting up so fast he knocked Astrid off the bed roughly. Memories of what transpired in the Realm Eternal surged back and forth between Hiccup and Toothless as they shared their experiences. Astrid felt them talking excitedly but didn't want to intrude.

"Hiccup? Are you okay?" she asked hesitantly.

Hiccup looked at her as if that was the first time he noticed she was in the room. "Oh, Astrid, hi. Yeah, I'm fine," he said in a jumble, words spilling from his lips without really hearing them.

"Are you sure?" Astrid asked again. She didn't want to pry, not after what happened last time, but this was the worst she'd seen him.

"Yeah, yeah, I'm fine. How's the armada?" Hiccup asked, trying to change the subject.

Astrid saw his ploy for what it was and let him have it. "Fine, the serpents didn't attack us after we left the steam geyser. The feathered snakes that attacked us were chased off by your illusion and were too far away to chase us when it ended. It's been smooth sailing since you fell unconscious," Astrid said, catching him up to speed.

"Good, good," he said as he got out of bed and onto his feet. He appeared to be feeling much better. He had a grin on his face that he couldn't suppress, so Astrid figured he must have been feeling fine and not faking it to act tough. There was a hunger in his eyes that Astrid found strange, but she couldn't place it. It sent shivers down her spine, despite herself not being the object of that hunger. That much she could tell. She briefly imagined what it would feel like to be the object of that intense gaze.

Astrid could feel the thoughts flying back and forth between Hiccup and Toothless and knew they were too busy to pay her attention, so she left and headed to the galley. She was kind of hungry. Maybe Auriel would be there. Astrid quickly found the galley and noted that it was mostly empty. The elves guarding the command ship were on high alert and on deck, gazing at the ocean below with scrutiny. Astrid couldn't blame them for their paranoia.

The chef gave her a large loaf of bread and a hunk of cheese, plus an extra large bowl of mushroom soup from the previous day. Astrid learned quickly that the elderly chef took care of the riders especially. She at in silence, enjoying the rare break from the roar of living on a ship. There was never a moment alone, never a quiet moment to think. Astrid looked up as the door opened and Auriel walked in, she took one look around the galley before her eyes landed on Astrid.

"Astrid, there you are! Hiccup's up, did you talk to him?" Auriel said cheerfully.

"Uh huh," Astrid muttered as she sipped on a spoonful of soup.

Auriel wisely chose not to pursue that avenue of conversation. The two of them chatted for a time, mostly about fighting and weapons.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"Ready?" Hiccup asked, seated across from Astrid.<p>

Astrid nodded in response. It had been three days since Hiccup awoke and they had begun their training once more in the illusory world where time was of no consequence. Astrid felt reality fall away and be replaced once more by the endless white void that seemed to be between reality and the illusory world, a sort of staging area.

"Since we likely won't be able to fight the sea serpents, or the Nidhogg for the matter, with our weapons, we'll focus on magical combat. The void whirred to life and Astrid found herself standing in the middle of a large glade surrounded by a wall of trees. When limited solely to magic during their spars, Hiccup simply outclassed Astrid completely. He had a wider repertoire of spells and could cast multiple spells at the same time, most even wordlessly.

Astrid nodded to signal she was ready and the spar began. She led with a bolt of lightning in an attempt to catch Hiccup off guard before he could begin weaving a storm of spells. Hiccup raised his right hand and a pillar of rock erupted where he was standing, lifting him out of harm's way as the bolt of lightning struck the rock harmlessly. He raised his left hand and a boulder in the ground surfaced before turning to sand and swirling around Hiccup protectively.

Astrid sent balls of sapphire fire speeding towards Hiccup as he worked his magic and watched as they impacted the swirling sand and dissipated harmlessly. Hiccup retaliated by sending a tendril of sand towards her like a whip. Astrid kneeled and placed both hands on the ground before transfiguring the ground into a shield that covered her completely. The whip of sand struck the shield and fell apart before returning to a defensive position around Hiccup.

Astrid knew she would be attacked the moment she crawled out from under the shield so she decided to tunnel out and attack from Hiccup's blind spot. Astrid sprouted out of the ground directly behind Hiccup and sent a blade of wind at his back. The shield of sand protected him but was cut in twain by the gust and scattered. Hiccup spun on his heel and threw his arm out, causing the pillar of stone to transfigure into a wall of extending stone spears which sought Astrid out.

Astrid responded by sending a pillar of stone from the opposite side of the wall, which crashed into Hiccup's construct and shattered the both of them. Hiccup dropped softly to the ground and began to cast again. Astrid didn't wait for his spell to finish and caused the ground below him to drop out from underneath. Hiccup cursed quietly and jumped out of the way of the sudden pit. He conjured a wind to keep him floating for a time as he began to conjure fire to life. A hail of fireballs descended upon Astrid when he finished casting the spell.

Astrid ducked behind a nearby tree and began to draw water from the atmosphere until she had enough to form a bubble shield around her, similar to Hiccup's sand shield. Darting out of the forest she ran head first into the hail of fireballs, allowing her water shield to deflect or absorb the fire magic. When she was in range, she sent a tendril of water at Hiccup. Hiccup watched the water whip descend and jumped out of the way at the last moment. The whip hit the ground and burst, spraying water everywhere. Astrid smirked and sent a bolt of sapphire lightning at the growing pool of water, ignoring the rain of fire pelting her.

The bolt struck the water before Hiccup could land, electrifying the pool. Hiccup's eyes widened as he struggled to conjure a current of emerald lightning himself. Just a moment before he landed once more, his right leg was covered in emerald lightning. Hiccup jumped immediately out of the pool, continuing to send fireballs at Astrid. Astrid cursed when her attack failed and she backed up to a nearby tree.

Hiccup waved his hand, transfiguring and enchanting the tree to grow roots and trap Astrid. Astrid struggled as the tree began to restrain her. She was too slow to create earthen spikes to break her bonds and she didn't have the fine control to burn away the wood without hurting herself. She groaned and admitted defeat. Hiccup undid the spell and she was free once more.

Hiccup inclined his head. "Good, again," he commanded, and they began their training anew.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>It was the morning of the armada's tenth day of flight and the root of Yggdrasil came into view clearly. Every warrior in the armada was wide awake and ready to fight. Tensions ran high when the word went out late last night that everyone should be prepared for battle at a moment's notice. The armada had been attacked twice more by the sea serpents on their journey to the root and suffered heavy losses both times. The only thing that gave them hope was that each attack was smaller every time they came, so at least they were making a dent in the serpent population.<p>

The watch was constantly vigilant for any sign of the Nidhogg. They were so close to the root that they could see large tooth marks in the wood from where the dragon had been gnawing at. They could go into the final battle at any moment. The army's confidence in the skyships wards had quickly evaporated after learning the serpents could overpower them and the feathered flying snakes could bypass them entirely, for some unknown reason.

The riders were ordered to rest and be on standby. They would be the spearhead of the assault which had been painstakingly ground into their heads by the queen and Agvior ever since they had entered Hvergelmir. So far, however, they had not encountered hair nor hide of the beast they had come to slay.

Hiccup and Astrid were in the galley with several of the other riders eating breakfast. Hiccup had ended Astrid's training several days ago in case they were suddenly attacked. It wouldn't do to have a repeat of the battle with the feathered serpents. It came to a surprise of all riders present, then, when they suddenly found the boards of the skyship rattling so bad that they were thrown bodily from their seats. The runic wards flared to life so brilliantly that it blinded them. The roar that shook the skyship was so loud that their ears simply couldn't identify the sound, only its after effects.

Hiccup and Astrid lay next to each other on the floor of the galley and shared a concerned look with each other. Astrid noticed that Hiccup's ears were bleeding. Hiccup said something to her and she didn't hear him. Hiccup had a look of worry on his face when he reached up and cupped Astrid's cheek. He withdrew his hand and showed her the blood on his fingers. She realized her own ears were bleeding as well. The two of them healed each other of their injuries quickly and ran up to deck and mounted their dragons. The other riders were hot on their heels.

"ALL HANDS, BATTLESTATIONS! THE NIDHOGG HAS SPOTTED US!" Agvior roared, his mental shout was so loud that it caused many to wince.

The riders immediately took to the air and followed after Hiccup, as he was their flight leader. They stared in awe as they watched the ocean below them. What they saw could not be described in their tongue or any tongue in all the realms. It was beyond words. A creature was emerging from the ocean, displacing so much water that tidal waves several thousand feet in height were thundering across the surface. It was a Red Death, barely recognizable because of its size. Each scale was larger than the island of Berk, Astrid's mind provided for her. She was not aware of the unconscious thought. It had six eyes so large that every ship in the armada could line up side by side and easily fly through the slit of its pupils. The fang marks on the root of Yggdrasil did not do the maw of the Nidhogg justice. Each fang was miles long, the longest of which could have easily been ten miles in length, if not more.

All the dragons, even Toothless and Stormfly, exuded such a primal fear that their riders had to distance themselves from their connections lest they be consumed by the same fear. They tried desperately to shield their dragons and give them the courage to face such a monstrosity.

The Nidhogg reared its head and extended its neck until it could reach the root of Yggdrasil and sunk its fangs deep. The cosmic root shook, sending great gusts of wind that would have simply crushed the armada if not for the wards. Each ship looked like a small sun as the wards flared to life. Hiccup saw the movement and instructed his riders to seek shelter inside the wards of nearby ships, but not to land.

Sap erupted in great rivulets as the Nidhogg drank greedily. It didn't even realize the elves were there, Hiccup and Astrid came to the same conclusion at the same time. A boot has no need to recognize the threat of an ant. It was beyond them, beyond even a rat fearing a cat. The Nidhogg was not a predator, it was an object, it was a weapon.

_It was a weapon_. "That's why he sent me…" Hiccup whispered in the confines of his mind to Toothless.

Toothless snapped out of his fear. "What?" he asked quietly.

"The Nidhogg. It isn't a dragon. It's a weapon. A legendary weapon, like Mjolnir and Allr-Bani. That's why he sent us. He means for me to consume the beast," Hiccup explained in an awed voice.

"All ships, spread out! Assume formation for mass area of effect casting!" the queen's voice echoed through the crystals. With a wave of his hand, Hiccup cancelled out the annoying queen on the crystals of the riders.

"All riders, assume snake formation!" Hiccup barked, his voice leaving no room for disagreement.

The riders immediately flew from the safety of the ship's wards and joined Hiccup in the snake formation. They flew through the air gracefully, Hiccup at the head of the formation with Astrid directly behind him, with the other riders behind her. The formation wriggled and writhed like a snake, giving them a flexible yet powerful defensive aerial formation.

Hiccup wracked his mind for an idea of how to beat the beast. It was large, far too large, to use Allr-Bani on it without getting dangerously close. And even then, he would have to expend large amounts of energy to get the sword where it needed to be to strike the killing blow. No, they had to weaken it first. Distract it. Hiccup looked back at the ships, waiting for them to attack first. If he was lucky, the fools would draw the ire of the beast and he'd be free to swoop in and do as he pleased.

The armada separated and clustered into groups of three ships. These ships formed units which would collaborate with each other, and using several thousand elves, cast a single, powerful spell in hopes of damaging the Nidhogg. The armada itself was spread out over a large area of sky so that if one of the ships was attacked, the others wouldn't be caught at the same time. Everyone knew the moment the Nidhogg appeared that there would be death, lots of death. Not all of them would make it out of this battle alive. In fact, many counted on not making it back alive.

Hiccup watched as the wards came down from the first group of ships to allow the spell to pass. A bolt of crimson lightning erupted from each of the ships before joining and forming one massive lightning strike. The spell burned through the air, leaving the smell of burnt metal, and struck the Nidhogg on its shoulder.

The creature didn't even move. The spell didn't even scratch it. It just continued to drink the sap from the root of Yggdrasil. Other ships began to launch their own attacks.

"Lieutenant?" one of the riders asked nervously.

"Hold! Wait for it to turn its attention, then we attack. Wait for my order," Hiccup commanded sternly.

The command ship's wards went down and the ship started to glow a blinding hue of gold. The next moment, a golden arrow erupted from the deck and grew to the size of one of the skyships. It shimmered gold and topaz-yellow, with tinges of violet. Agvior and Zophiel had given energy to Auriel for a powerful arrow of light.

That did get the beast's attention. The arrow of light impacted the Nidhogg's neck and caused it to stop drinking. Three of its six eyes swivelled and zoomed in on the pests that had come to annoy it. Hiccup watched as its pupils became slits and struggled to hold back a spike of fear. The Nidhogg unhinged its jaws from the root of Yggdrasil and moved to face the armada. Its body moving through the air sent gusts of wind buffeting the riders and they struggled to stay steady.

The other ships began launching a hail of deadly spells at the Nidhogg, raining arcane energy upon it. Nothing had any effect. Another giant arrow of light thundered towards the Nidhogg, its forehead this time, and that got a reaction. The Nidhogg_ hissed _in annoyance and inhaled.

Hiccup's eyes widened in fear as he realized what was about to happen. "Flee! Cast stabilizing and fire repellent charms!" he screamed through the crystals.

The riders struggled to cast the magic in time as their dragons turned and darted away. The hair on Astrid's neck stood on end as she felt the air rush by them like a passing storm, threatening to suck them in. Stormfly's wings beat hard as she struggled to overpower the suction of the Niddhog's inhale. Neither of them wanted to know how it felt to be digested.

Astrid hear a terrified scream behind her and turned her head. One of the apprentice riders, Helga, if she remembered correctly, and her Changewing were flying backwards into the maw of the Nidhogg. She had only a second to see the terrified look on her face before she disappeared into the beast's throat. Seeing one of their own fall gave the other riders motivation to put their all into their escape.

"Bank right and downwards!" Hicccup commanded urgently.

The riders obeyed without question, seeing that he had just saved them from being made a meal. They banked out of the way as five skyships were sucked into the beast's maw, followed quickly by seven more. The other ship's wards were glowing brilliantly as its occupants channeled energy into them. The warriors onboard the ship cried out in primal fear as they too were devoured.

Astrid looked forward and saw Hiccup turn and scowl at the Nidhogg. Astrid would have laughed if the situation wasn't so dire. When the Nidhogg saw that none of the other ants were being devoured, it closed its jaws with a snap. "Snake formation!" he barked through the crystals.

The riders were back in formation instantly as Hiccup and Toothless rounded on the Nidhogg. "What's the plan of attack?" one of the apprentices, Vafri, asked.

"Attack," Hiccup snarled in answer.

Hiccup and Toothless bolted forward, leaving the other riders struggling to keep up with their speed as they writhed and wriggled through the air, slinking closer and closer to the Nidhogg's head.

Hiccup poured energy into Toothless, who accepted it gladly, and charged a fireblast. "Aim for its eyes and nose! Cripple it!" Hiccup ordered.

The other riders affirmed the order and began preparing their own attacks. In a sweeping attack, Toothless unleashed a bolt of Night Fury fire which struck the first of the Nidhogg's three right eyes. Despite the overwhelming size difference, the creature hissed, this time in pain. The other riders launched their attacks as well, half attacking its eyes, the other half, its snout. Astrid and Stormfly attacked the weak spot that Hiccup and Toothless just created. If nothing else, Night Fury fire and Nadder poison would ensure its eye would lose its light forever.

The others were having little luck. Hiccup and Astrid turned to watch as the rest of the formation finished their attacks. The last in line, the tail end, was a young elven boy named Barn. They winced as the Nidhogg exhaled through its nose and sent burning smoke and ash at him. His screams lasted only seconds before he was burnt black.

Another arrow of light struck the creature for its slight against them. Auriel was giving it her all from the command ship. Spells rained down upon the Nidhogg's head from the other ships now that they weren't threatened to be devoured.

"Geese formation," Hiccup commanded firmly.

The clutch of riders shifted into a perfect V formation with Hiccup at its head. "Aim at the second eye," he added as they began their dive, seeing that the first eye was permanently closed by his and Astrid's efforts. The riders confirmed the order and prepared their next attacks.

Their second wave of attacks had more effect. The second eye closed immediately after their attacks and none of the riders were slain. Hiccup smirked. _Maybe this was possible after all_, he thought.

His smirk was instantly wiped off his face as he heard the rumbling, not in the air, but in the fourth dimension where their thoughts lingered. He didn't have time to warn the others, they would have to adapt. Hiccup and Toothless quickly attacked Astrid and Stormfly's own mind, not having time to explain. The two women squeaked at the sudden intrusion but didn't complain when they felt the panic in the two men. Hiccup and Toothless joined minds with Astrid and Stormfly and began raising their mental defenses. Wordlessly, Astrid and Stormfly helped them, trusting their friends to not lead them astray.

A moment later, like a giant boot, the minds of the riders were stepped upon by the vast consciousness that was the Nidhogg. It was unlike any mental attack any of them had ever experienced. Like an ant being stepped upon by a boot, they had no way to defend themselves. Several riders and dragons dropped out of the sky, dead, their minds shattered and gone. Others went mad and crashed after losing their sanity. Hiccup and Astrid weathered the storm as best they could, taking solace in each other.

When the boot was lifted, Hiccup and Astrid separated their minds hesitantly. Hiccup looked back to see what warriors he had left under his command. Other than Astrid, there was only five others. One of the knighted Order members, and four apprentices. Hiccup cursed and wished desperately they had allowed more riders to come and assist them. He knew that the armada would be next to useless, not counting Auriel, of course.

Grumbling, Hiccup recovered. "Join minds with us, we can't risk you five if it attacks again," Hiccup commanded softly in light of their comrades sacrifice.

The seven remaining riders joined minds, reluctant to share such an intimate part of themselves with the others. They used Hiccup's mind as a staging area. Astrid was surprised that he had let everyone in given how private he was. She felt strong walls that would keep them out of the deeper recesses of his mind. "Keep the Geese formation, we attack again, and try for the third eye. If we can blind it on one side, we might have a chance. Then it'll have a blind spot," he said.

The remaining riders nodded in affirmation, mostly for themselves, and fell into formation. Astrid was glad to see that Vafri had survived. Of all the apprentices he seemed like the most likely to succeed.

The riders dove again after another arrow of light from Auriel, which had struck the Nidhogg in its snout, irritating its nostrils. That was all the distraction they needed. With lightning speed, the seven of them swooped in and delivered their attacks, closing the third eye. "Flight leader to command, the Nidhogg is blind in its right side," Hiccup reported with a hint of cheer in his voice. They had lost many, but were winning.

They were not winning. The Nidhogg's three eyes snapped open at the same time and focused on the group of riders. Only Hiccup's panic warned them of the impending mental assault, as he was the best of them all in such matters. The riders merged their minds and erected their defenses. One by one, the riders fell as the Nidhogg picked them away, deigning to stomp on each ant individually for daring to attack its eyes.

Astrid blanched when she heard Vafri scream in terror as the Nidhogg invaded his mind and bodily crushed it. His dragon roared in rage and quickly followed when the Nidhogg turned on him too. Hiccup and Astrid's minds hugged tight as they felt more riders fall around them. When the assault lifted, they were the only two still in the air.

On the deck of the command ship, Auriel raged as she felt Hiccup and Astrid come under attack. She could feel the overwhelming power of the creature's consciousness. In her anger, Auriel drew all her power into one final arrow of light. Seeing her actions, the rest of the crew lended their energy eagerly. In the end, it was more like a spear than an arrow. Auriel launched the spear of light at the Nidhogg while its attention was focussed on her two friends. The arrow flashed through the air and struck the Nidhogg in its left foremost eye. Unlike the other attacks, Auriel, and everyone else for that matter, knew the attack was effective. As the arrow collided with the eyeball, blood erupted as it was destroyed. In its place was left a cavernous eye socket with a limp eyelid guarding its entrance.

The Nidhogg raged. It drew back its head, inhaled from above, brought its head back down, and unleashed a sea of fire upon the armada. Hiccup and Astrid darted away from the flames and managed to get clear, but the armada was not so lucky. Wards flared to life as the crews panicked and poured their energy into the wards, desperately trying to strengthen them. Some failed instantly under the flames, the wards shattering and the ship turning to ash before the crew could scream. Some struggled against their fate for a time before their wards too shattered and they joined their brethren.

The burst of flame was short, but devastating. When the smoke cleared, only several tens of ships remained of an armada that was in the thousands. To Hiccup and Astrid's relief, the command ship had held. Agvior and the queen would not fall so easily. Hiccup noticed that most of the other ships that had survived were because of the captains; all powerful spellcasters who served in the army.

Astrid was at a loss for words. So much dead, and yet so little to show for it. This was not a battle, it was a slaughter. Tears came to her eyes as she remembered how desperately Hiccup had tried to convince the queen not to attack Hvergelmir. She should have listened. Astrid was drawn out of her feelings as felt the looming presence of the Nidhogg upon them, all of them, once more. She knew it was futile. They were going to die. She felt like she had back on dragon island. There was no one to save her this time. No Hiccup to save her. That's what bothered her the most. Not that she herself would die, but that Hiccup would die. She was more worried about a man who didn't love her than she was for herself, the irony made her laugh.

On the command ship, Auriel was on her knees, exhausted beyond all measure. Behind her, Agvior and her mother were gasping for breath. Between powering her last arrow and defending against the flames, they were spent. Around her, many elves lay unconscious, or more likely, dead, from spending so much energy to keep the wards up. They had given their magical cores, and then their lives, to save their comrades. And it was all for naught. A tear ran down Auriel's face as she cursed her fate. To die in an unknown land with the rest of her race, never finding love.

Hiccup's eyes widened in rage. This thing, this creature, this beast, meant to eradicate them. The monstrosity barely gave them a care, as if they were beneath it. The very thought drove him over the edge of his self control. Toothless felt his intentions, but for once, didn't say anything. They had to play their trump card here.

"**YOU DULL CREATURE! I AM A GOD! I WILL NOT BE BEATEN BY THE LIKES OF YOU!**" Hiccup roared in a mental shout, his and Toothless' minds combining into one.

Their mental roar was so great that it echoed through the minds of all present, not just the Nidhogg. The beast itself looked surprised that such a puny thing could challenge it so. It only had time to be surprised for a moment. Hiccup and Toothless' mind shattered into a million pieces and transformed into needles. The needles sunk deep into the consciousness of the Nidhogg before infecting its mind like a cancer.

The Nidhogg recoiled as its mind was ravaged by the rider and dragon. They would tear this creature apart and scatter its sanity to the wind. The Nidhogg, realizing it was facing a worthy opponent, rallied its defenses. Hiccup's cancer spread through the beast's mind quickly and randomly, eating away at any defenses erected and avoiding active removal.

Despite Hiccup's surprise attack, the Nidhogg was simply ancient and foreign. Slowly but surely the Nidhogg began to case Hiccup out. Their minds clashed ferociously as they fought for dominance, neither willing to back down. The Nidhogg stopped moving and simply stared at the gliding figure of Hiccup and Toothless. If the winds changed, they would fall from the sky, so consumed by their mental battle as they were.

The rest of the army, including Astrid and Stormfly, watched with mouths agape at the war taking place. "It feels like watching two gods do battle…" Auriel whispered to her mother and Agvior, neither heard her.

Hiccup and Toothless watched as the Nidhogg was birthed into creation by the Creator. They watched as the small dragon looked over the sprout of the tree that would become Yggdrasil, the foundation of the worlds. They watched as the two beings, a dragon and a tree, quarreled and became enemies. They watched as the Nidhogg was cast into Hvergelmir by the Creator, imprisoned for all eternity. They watched as the Nidhogg drank the sap from the root of Yggdrasil for billions of years, empowering itself from the latent magical energy in the sap. They watched as the Nidhogg plotted with the great eagle perched at the top of Yggdrasil, Veorfolnir, to destroy the world tree. They watched as Ratatoskr, the messenger squirrel, betrayed them to Yggdrasil, cluing the world tree in on their plans.

They watched as Hiccup extended his hand to Toothless in the cove on Berk. Hiccup and Toothless recoiled as they realized the Nidhogg had launched its counter attack, tearing into their minds viciously. They put up their defenses, trying to banish the beast from their minds, but failed. Withdrawing their attack, they focussed entirely on pushing the Nidhogg back. The beast simply laughed at their efforts and continued forward, unhindered. The Nidhogg watched as Hiccup and Toothless bonded and became friends. It watched as they travelled Midgard for a time before discovering magic. It watched as they travelled through the world gate and were struck down by Thor. It watched as Hiccup was transformed into an elf. It watched as Hiccup went through his training in the Order. It watched as Loki took Hiccup under his wing, training him personally. It watched as Hiccup killed and lied in the service of his master. It watched as Hiccup set up the illusions on Nidavellir over the compound where dwarves were being corrupted. The Nidhogg laughed at Hiccup's pain over rejecting Astrid's advances. It watched as the armada journeyed through Hvergelmir.

"_**No!**_" Hiccup screamed as he felt his mind breaking as the Nidhogg broke through every barrier, diving deeper into his mind. He couldn't, under any circumstance, let this _creature _see _that _memory. He pulled all memories relating to it under strong mental shields, giving the Nidhogg free reign over the rest of his mind. It didn't care about the petty memories. It focussed on what was worth defending so. The Nidhogg brought down its full weight against the shields and they begun to crack under the pressure. It was simply a matter of the differences in the size of their consciousnesses. The Nidhogg was simply beyond Hiccup, but he did give the human credit for how far he did get. No other mortal had ever challenged him so.

The shields fell. The Nidhogg ravaged the memories hiding behind it. For a creature like the Nidhogg, mortal gestures like widening its eyes in shock, surprise, and surprisingly, _fear_ was beyond it. But that didn't stop it as it went through the memories of Hiccup in the Realm Eternal. This mortal, this mortal was not a mortal. No mortal could strike fear into a primordial being like the Nidhogg. No, it had to be some trick. Perhaps Loki had created some demonspawn to attack him. No mortal could be _this_.

Hiccup, seeing the Nidhogg momentarily distracted, made his move. He reached to his hip and withdrew Allr-Bani. He deftly spun the sword in his hands until he held it by the guard like a spear. Fighting to command his body over the rape of his mind, he hurled the sword. "Devour, Allr-Bani!" Hiccup commanded softly.

Allr-Bani went through the cavern where the Nidhogg's eye used to be. It sunk deep into the flesh beyond, cutting through easily with its dark enchantments. When it was sufficiently deep, the blade of shadow slithered to life and erupted into a toxic emerald fire, licking away at the Nidhogg's flesh, burning it to the nothingness of the void. Hiccup couldn't help the small smile that crossed his lips as the life of the Nidhogg was converted to raw arcane energy and stored in the jewel in Allr-Bani's pommel.

The Nidhogg, recovering from the memories of the Realm Eternal, realized what had happened. _**"NO! I CURSE YOU, VRANGR, SON OF LOKI! YOU WILL BE THE DEATH OF ALL OF CREATION! BILLIONS OF YEARS OF LIFE EXTINGUISHED BY YOUR HUBRIS! I CURSE YOU! WITH MY DYING BREATH, I WILL SEE YOU UNDONE!" **_the Nidhogg roared. The message was conveyed to Hiccup's very soul.

Hiccup didn't have the strength to fight back. His mind was broken and in shambles, raped by the Nidhogg. Toothless had fared better, but through their connection, he could tell his best and only friend was hurting. "Sorry, bud," he whispered to no one and everyone.

Hiccup felt the Nidhogg work wordless, timeless, primordial magic. It was magic of the beginning and the end. No mortal could cast such a spell. He didn't fight it. He smiled and closed his eyes, knowing Astrid would live and the Nidhogg would die. His last waking thoughts were of that night he spent sleeping next to a recovering Astrid in his room.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid watched in awe of the mental battle taking place. Her awe turned to fear, soul wrenching fear, as Hiccup slowly began to lose the battle. She watched Hiccup sit up on the saddle and hurl Allr-Bani. She watched as the Nidhogg slowly was consumed by emerald hellfire. She heard the Nidhogg roar something in a language none present could possibly understand. It was the language of those who were born during the creation of the world.<p>

Astrid watched as Hiccup stilled on Toothless' back. She watched as Toothless flailed in the air. His roars and cries of pain and madness told Astrid all she needed to know. She dreaded what the inevitable meant. Hiccup and Toothless plummeted to the ocean below as the Nidhogg faded to nothingness. She didn't see Allr-Bani fall into the ocean. She only had eyes for Hiccup.

Hiccup and Toothless impacted the water's surface hard and went under. Astrid and Stormfly were on their tail instantly. Hiccup was floating face down in the boiling water. "Stormfly! Grab him!" Astrid shouted unintelligibly, but she understood all the same.

Astrid and Stormfly flew back up to the command ship. Below them, Toothless erupted from the water, raging not from the pain of the boiling ocean, but from the loss of his rider. His cries echoed across the realm to every living being as he thrashed and wailed, not having the mental faculties to get back into the air. He was lost in his grief.

Stormfly landed on the deck of the command ship and deposited Hiccup gently. Astrid leapt off her saddle and went to his side. She didn't even realize she had unconsciously used enhancement magic to make the movement faster, as useless as it was.

Hiccup lay limp on the deck, his eyes closed, a small smile on his lips. He looked peaceful, happy, even. Astrid smiled when she realized he would be okay. A stunned Auriel, Agvior, and Zophiel watched on, shocked at what they had just witnessed.

"Hiccup! Hiccup! Wake up, you won, you did it! You beat that thing!" Astrid said happily, tears of joy in her eyes.

Stormfly cooed sadly. Astrid didn't hear it. "Hiccup! Wake up!" she said as she leaned down to examine him. She didn't feel his breath on her face, or see the rise of his chest. Tears of joy turned to tears of despair. Astrid placed an ear to his chest and heard nothing. Her eyes widened.

Astrid sat up, stared at the heavens, and wailed. She felt her heart break into a billion pieces and then be crushed.

Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the third, was dead.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Bet you guys didn't see that coming, huh. We saw more Hiccup POV in this chapter, well, because it was his last chapter. Now we know all his dirty little secrets. The fight with the Nidhogg felt a little quick, but it wasn't really a fight. It was a slaughter. The Nidhogg was, for all intents and purposes, a god. The only reason the armada was successful was because of Hiccup, and now he has paid the ultimate price for their victory.

I'll be interested to hear your guys' theory on everything that happened this chapter. There was a lot of things happening. The eagle eyed among you will have likely figured out who is aligned with who, and what both sides are planning in the coming war.

We also saw the first magical fight this chapter. I realized that all the fights so far have been physical spars so I decided to write one just for the fun of it. I hope you guys enjoyed it. We also saw the depths of Hiccup's mastery over illusions. As I said in the explanation, illusion magic is ruled by two principals. Strength, and control. The more you have of one, the less you have of the other. Hiccup's illusory world where he can control time is the quintessence of the control aspect. Can you guess what the quintessence of the strength aspect will be?

Regarding All-slayer, I've decided to go back to its Norse spelling, Allr-Bani. I might change it to Allr'Bani since I think it looks better without the dash. If you remember, way back when, when Hiccup was on Berk, he killed Drago with the devourer enchantment as well. I'll let you guys stew over what he could be planning with all that energy he's been collecting.

We passed 300 followers! Thanks for all the support guys, this story has come a long way from what I had first envisioned when I began drafts nearly five months ago. In fact, I read over them for nostalgia's sake, and the differences are quite massive. I had actually intended for Hiccup to have killed the Nidhogg already and made a spear as powerful as Gungnir from its bones before he returned to Berk, where he would stay, instead of travelling the nine realms with Astrid. Crazy how much the plot has changed.

To those asking if Astrid will become evil, no, she won't. Astrid simply won't be confined to the black and white of magic, there is no dark or light magic to her. She'll learn everything, and make her own judgements on the subject. No one tells her what to do, except maybe Hiccup. Well, not any more at least. *evil laugh*

**As always, thanks for reading, and please leave a review,**

**- Musica**


	19. Soul Mates

Astrid was beyond pain, beyond grief. So lost in her anguish was she that she couldn't remember how to breathe. Tears ran down her cheeks in rivers and her nose was perpetually runny. Her body trembled and her hands ran over Hiccup's lifeless body, trying to revive him.

"No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no…" Astrid repeated over and over like a mantra. She felt her heart and mind breaking. She couldn't lose Hiccup. She couldn't. Wordless healing magic flowed from her into Hiccup. She was only faintly aware that her reserves of magic were quickly depleting themselves, soon she would be using the years of her life to cast the spell. She didn't care. Life was meaningless if Hiccup wasn't there to share it with her.

Stormfly squawked in alarm at how much energy her rider was pouring into the cooling body of her mate. "Hatchling! Stop! You're hurting yourself!" she cooed in warning, trying to get her back to normal. It didn't work. She could feel that her Astrid would die of a broken heart if Hiccup didn't survive.

Agvior, Auriel, and the queen couldn't believe that the Nidhogg was dead, or that Hiccup had managed to fight the beast blow for blow, even if for awhile. They were only faintly aware of the fact that their savior was dead.

"Please," Astrid croaked, "please… someone help. Thor, Odin, anyone, please…" Astrid sobbed, praying to whatever gods may be to save her love. None answered her prayers.

"Please…" Astrid whispered.

If the Nidhogg was a boot stomping an ant, the consciousness that touched Astrid was a mountain falling upon an ant. She didn't even bother to shield her mind from the attack. If Hiccup was dead, she would rather join him.

"**Child…"** the consciousness rasped. It was ancient and slow in speech. Astrid was reminded of the time she had talked to Gothi as a child. The consciousness was old, very old.

"W-Who… are you?" Astrid asked without fear. She had nothing left to fear. Her worst fears had come to life. There was nothing left to be afraid of, no pain, no death. This life was her personal Helheim.

"**I have many names… I am Vilagfa, Agac Ana, Modun, and Ashvattha. But… your people… call me Yggdrasil, the tree of the world,"** Yggdrasil rasped, her voice and thought slow. Like a tree, Astrid realized. Plants, while living, did not have conscious thought.

Astrid didn't want to hope, but she couldn't help herself. "C-Can you help me?" her voice wavered as she asked the question.

"**Yes child… I can help you. That is why… I am here,"** Yggdrasil answered.

"Please…" the tears came anew, "please, save Hiccup. I'll give you anything, everything. My life, my soul, anything."

Yggdrasil seemed to groan. **"The Nidhogg's curse is not mortal magic… No, his vengeance was eternal. It was not his mind that was broken… it was his very soul,"** the world tree said.

Astrid's breath caught in her chest as she struggled to breathe. Tears clouded her eyes. Hiccup was dead, truly dead.

"**But… it is not something… that cannot be undone…"** Yggdrasil continued on.

Astrid hiccuped. The action sent another wave of agony through her heart at the name of her affliction. **"I will save your beloved… in return… you must promise me one thing,"** the world tree said.

"Anything," Astrid said resolutely. She couldn't restrain the tremors that wracked her now.

"**You must save him… from himself. What he plans to do… will only end in his misery,"** Yggdrasil continued on.

"Yes, yes, I promise. I will," Astrid said. Despite her condition, she meant every word of it. She would sell herself to Loki himself if it meant Hiccup would live.

"**Very well… to save him, I will need your help… His soul is shattered beyond all repair… to forge it anew… you must weave a spell. I will give you the energy necessary… but you must be the one to cast the spell…"** Yggdrasil explained.

"Whatever it takes," Astrid said. Her eagerness to see Hiccup restored calmed her body and mind.

"**The spell… has dire consequences, child… like the bond of rider and dragon, so too shall you and he be bonded… it will be deeper, more intimate, and eternal… your souls will be joined for all time, in this life… in death… in life after death… and in all your lives to come…" **the world tree said, explaining the spell to Astrid.

"**I will shatter… your own soul… and place a piece of it within your beloved's soul… and place a piece of your beloved's soul in yours… the two of you will be reborn a new, connected forever… be wary, child, the spell is permanent and irreversible…"** Yggdrasil warned.

Astrid didn't care. She didn't even realize that she had been chanting the spell under her breath the entire time, the knowledge flowing into her from the world tree, powered by the energy of the being that held up all of creation from the void.

Pure sapphire light surrounded Astrid and the body of Hiccup. It was so brilliant and pure that it blinded Auriel. She was the only one who had noticed that Hiccup had fallen. The others were still lost in their thoughts.

Astrid couldn't remember the words to the spell. They were ancient and alien, in a language that existed before all of creation. The language of the gods. The source of all magic. The source of all life. She felt billions of years worth of magical energy flow into her, coming from all of creation, and powering the spell that would join her and Hiccup forever.

She chanted for what seemed like years, decades, millennia. Astrid didn't care. She would chant this spell from now until the end of all that was if it would save Hiccup. Her vision clouded and wavered, and Astrid found herself not looking down at Hiccup's lifeless body, but standing in a vast expanse of white nothingness that stretched on forever. All around her were shards of emerald crystal, floating lifelessly in the air. Astrid knew, without a doubt, that this was Hiccup. What was left of Hiccup. The very core of his being, broken.

Astrid did not fear what was to come. She felt like a hammer had struck her heart, and suddenly, she was no more.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Auriel watched in awe of what was happening on the deck of the command ship. She was more awed by the magic Astrid was performing than when Hiccup had slain the Nidhogg. Her mother and Agvior were still watching the last remnants of the beast burn to nothingness in the ocean below. But Auriel only had eyes for what was happening in front of her.<p>

Astrid was weaving a spell unlike anything she had ever seen or heard of in her life, and that was saying something. She had been there, in person, when her mother magicked Hiccup to a different species. This was beyond that, beyond anything.

She watched as the sapphire light flared and Astrid slumped to the ground, only to levitate up a moment later, unconscious. Opposite her, sapphire light picked up Hiccup's lifeless body and floated it in front of Astrid. A tether of… something, something magical, but something that was not of this earth, extended from Astrid's chest and connected to Hiccup's. It was made of every color of the rainbow, like the World Gate, except it shimmered with power that was the core of every living being.

She knew this was the true moment in history, not the slaying of the beast. This, this was important. This would change the course of fate. In a final show of brilliance, the tether turned to two colors; sapphire and emerald, and then mixed, becoming the color of seawater, only it was the most purest seawater Auriel had ever seen. It was beautiful. The blue-green water mixed and separated back into sapphire and emerald and returned to Astrid and Hiccup, respectively. But, unlike how they had first come together, when sapphire returned to Astrid, it took a strand of emerald with it. And when emerald returned to Hiccup, it took a strand of sapphire with it.

The tether separated and returned to the two. The sapphire light faded back to nothingness as Astrid and Hiccup both floated back to the deck of the ship softly.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid awoke and lay where she was, unmoving. She stared up at the ceiling of whatever room she was in, examining it like it was the most fascinating wooden pattern she had ever seen. She was vaguely aware of the feeling of soft silk beneath her. She felt tired, an exhaustion that went beyond the physical, beyond the magical. It felt as if she was tired of life itself.<p>

A draconic visage drew her from her thoughts as Stormfly's face came into view. The dragon cooed lovingly and nuzzled Astrid gently. Astrid couldn't restrain the small chuckle that she let out, and struggled to raise her arm to give her a scratch. "Hatchling…" Stormfly whispered in their minds.

Astrid panicked as she heard Stormfly's words. Her own mind sounded foreign and distant, like it wasn't actually her. Like she was a third person listening in on a conversation. Something was wrong. Stormfly sensed her rider's panic. "At ease, hatchling, you are alright," she cooed in reassurance.

"Where," Astrid said, her voice cracking from disuse, "... am I?"

"You are in the hold of the infirmary ship," Stormfly answered emotionally, glad to have her rider back among the living.

Memories came flooding back. "... Hiccup?" she squeaked, too afraid of the answer.

Stormfly beamed. "He will be fine, in time, hatchling. You saved him from a fate worse than death. Go to your mindscape, you will see," she answered soothingly.

Astrid closed her eyes and focused on travelling to the deepest part of her mind. She was scared of what she would find. Her mind felt so foreign and strange. When she opened her eyes, it was to the familiar sight of an endless expanse of grasslands, clear blue skies with puffy white clouds above her. Rolling hills dotted the landscape. It looked the same as it always had, only, it was changed. Every once and awhile, a stone statue would stand alone on the crest of a hill, overgrown with foliage. Lone trees were present here and there, dormant with budding flowers and leaves like spring. Occasionally, a lone storm cloud would pass overhead, gray and pregnant with rainwater.

In the distance, the clear blue sky fell away to the gray monochrome heavens that she knew to be the skies in Hiccup's mindscape. The clouds were calm, not crackling with lightning, but it was his clouds all the same. Below that was the cathedral that she had explored the night on Nidavellir. But, like her own mind, Hiccup's was changed too. Rays of sunlight pierced the skies and fell on the cathedral, and where they landed, the cathedral's stone was colored a beautiful sea blue color. The ground, which had previously been gray gravel, was now lush green grass, like Astrid's own. The dead trees that were surrounding the cathedral now looked like the trees in Astrid's own mind, at the cusp of spring.

Astrid realized at once what had happened during the ritual with Yggdrasil. Though it was their souls that were bonded, their minds had changed to take on the characteristics of their other half. Two halves of the same whole. This bond was much closer than the bond between herself and Stormfly. While connected, the bond wasn't this close, this intimate. They both had their own separate mindscapes. If they so chose, it was possible for Astrid and Stormfly to separate themselves completely and live as if they were not bonded. The same could never be said for Astrid and Hiccup. They would share thought and emotion, and no amount of separation could prevent it. The thought scared, but also excited, Astrid to no end.

It took all of a few seconds for Astrid to accept her new mindscape as her own. In fact, if she tried hard enough, she couldn't even remember what it had been like before. It seemed like this was how things were supposed to be, this was what normal was. Astrid opened her eyes to see Stormfly gazing at her intently. A happy smile crept onto Astrid's lips and Stormfly nuzzled her rider. Astrid giggled in response, her dragon's cold nose sending shivers down her spine. "How is he?" Astrid asked, her voice recovering its strength quickly.

"He is sleeping, like you have been, for the past week," Stormfly answered.

"So he is alive?" Astrid asked to clarify.

"Yes. After the ritual his heart began to beat once more. The Earth-Mother spoke to me and explained what had happened. She said it would be many days before either of you awoke," Stormfly replied.

"The Earth Mother?" Astrid asked.

"Yes, that is what she is known as by my kind. You two-legs call her Yggdrasil," Stormfly lectured.

Astrid was silent for a few moments as she pondered what had happened to them. "Where are we now? If I'm on the infirmary ship, we must still be on Hvergelmir?" she asked.

Stormfly chirped in annoyance. "Yes. The pointed-ears are not strong enough to return through the gate. We are moored at the root of the Earth-Mother. The pointed-ears are recovering their dead and recovering their magic so that they may open the gate to return to their home," Stormfly explained, somewhat annoyed at the elves.

Astrid grunted, and with great effort, sat up. Her body ached everywhere. "I feel like you sat on me at some point while I was sleeping," she jested.

"Being dead for several minutes will do that to a person," a voice said.

Astrid looked over and saw Auriel watching her and Stormfly fondly. "So, how was the afterlife?" she asked playfully.

Astrid couldn't help the wry smirk that found its way onto her face. "Pretty nice, actually," she answered.

Auriel laughed. "Well, you'll be glad to know that we will begin the journey to return to Alfheim tomorrow. My mother and Agvior have sufficiently recovered enough that they believe they can open the gate for the remainder of the armada to safely pass through," she informed Astrid.

"I see. How many survived?" Astrid asked sadly.

Auriel frowned slightly. "A little over seventy ships survived the fireblast of the Nidhogg. On those ships, there was a little under 120,000 elves. We've lost many in this endeavor. Our race is practically on the verge of extinction, and we have nothing to show for it. My mother is distraught," Auriel answered.

Astrid's eyebrows narrowed in confusion. "What do you mean nothing to show for it? We destroyed the Nidhogg, that's amazing, isn't it?" she said, somewhat offended. Hiccup gave his life, almost, to kill the beast.

Auriel shook her head. "The reason mother wanted to kill the beast so badly was that it would return all the magic it had been draining back to Yggdrasil. Since we draw our magic from the world tree's first child, Miotvior, it should have strengthened us greatly when the beast died. We have felt no surge of magic, so we can only assume that the Nidhogg's magic did not return to Yggdrasil. I don't know how Hiccup killed it, but for whatever reason, it must have destroyed its magical core," Auriel explained.

_Allr'Bani!_ Astrid thought, _it must have been how Hiccup killed the Nidhogg. He said it had special enchantments, but he never told me what they were, only the basics._

"That is unfortunate then," Astrid said politely. She didn't feel the need to share her thoughts with Auriel.

Auriel just nodded her head. "Come on then, you must be tired of being cooped up in here. Some fresh air will do you good," she said, before offering her hand to help Astrid up.

Astrid smiled at the offer and took the proffered hand firmly. With great effort, she managed to get to her feet. "You'll feel better after walking a bit," Auriel said reassuringly.

Astrid gritted her teeth and hobbled towards the stairs with Auriel's help. It took them nearly ten minutes to make their way up the stairs and, surprisingly, Astrid felt better afterwards. Much better. Not as good as she normally felt, but good, like she had just completed a spar.

Astrid stood steadily on her own two feet on the deck of the infirmary ship, enjoying the feeling of sunlight on her skin and fresh air in her lungs. "Feel better?" Auriel asked questioningly.

"Much better," Astrid answered, breathing deeply. Stormfly nuzzled her rider needingly.

"Alright, alright. Just a short ride," Astrid said placatingly. Stormfly squawked in excitement. With a little bit of effort, Astrid managed to leap into Stormfly's saddle. She hissed in pain as her knee dragged across one of her plates of armor. She'd have to take that off when she got back now that there was no battle looming over their heads.

"Are you sure you should be flying so soon?" Auriel asked, concerned.

"I'll be fine," Astrid assured her. Stormfly squawked in agreement and leapt into the skies, clearing the railing of the deck by nearly fifteen feet. With one powerful beat of her wings, they were aloft and gliding smoothly over the currents. Far below them was the ocean of Hvergelmir. It was different now, in that it wasn't boiling. Astrid was too happy to think on it long, but attributed it to the death of the Nidhogg. Now that it was dead, there was nothing to pollute this world.

Astrid whooped in joy as Stormfly did a small acrobatic move. Stormfly was happy to see her rider in such high spirits after how grieved she was at Hiccup's death. For the most part, Stormfly kept their flight easy, not wanting to aggravate any wounds Astrid may have. Astrid lay back in the saddle, her arms stretched out and tracing playful patterns in the wind. Stormfly dived down to the water's surface to let the ocean spray fly up and drench her rider.

Astrid shrieked and jerked her arms to avoid the cold water. Stormfly laughed at her reaction. Her mirth quickly turned to panic as she realized something was targeting them from the depths of the water below. Astrid felt her dragon's panic and sat up in the saddle. She cursed herself for not bringing a weapon with her, she only had magic to defend themselves. She was a capable spellcaster, but she was vastly outclassed by others such as Hiccup. She was a melee fighter through and through.

Stormfly beat her wings in a desperate bid to gain distance from the ocean's surface. The thing targetting them was moving extremely fast. Suddenly, a small black object erupted from the ocean. It was small, maybe four or five feet in length, and didn't look dangerous. It certainly wasn't a sea serpent or one of the feathered snakes that had attacked them earlier. The object zoomed towards them, as if guided by magic.

Astrid's eyes widened as she realized what the object was. Unbidden, she found her arm stretched out with her palm open. The object flew into her hand and came to a stop, perfectly content with where it ended up. Astrid stared in awe as she beheld Hiccup's sword, Allr'Bani. She was slightly surprised when the sword didn't attempt to wrest itself from her grip like it did so many years ago on Berk. It fit her hand like a glove and felt as natural as her own axe did.

"How…?" Astrid whispered to herself. The last time she had seen the sword was in Hiccup's hands just before he impaled the Nidhogg. The sword had to have been at the bottom of the ocean. How did it summon itself to her?

"Perhaps a self preservation charm?" Stormfly suggested.

Astrid shook her head. "No, Hiccup told me the sword would only recognize him as its master. It would rather be forgotten at the bottom of the ocean that submit to another," she explained, even though Stormfly knew the memory as well as she did.

It was a simple matter to Stormfly. "That is easy then. The sword senses its master through you, since a part of Hiccup will always live within you," she said matter-of-factly.

Allr'Bani seemed to slither in response to Stormfly's explanation, as if agreeing. Astrid seemed thrown off by the explanation, but knew it to be true. She wasn't used to her and Hiccup's bond yet. It would take time.

Astrid gripped Allr'Bani's hilt and held it aloft. She knew firsthand how sharp the sword was. She wasn't going to risk it cutting her belt or damaging Stormfly's armor. They quickly returned to the infirmary ship where Auriel was waiting for them on deck. Her eyes widened in surprise when she realized what Astrid was holding in her hand.

"Wow, how'd you find it? We've had people looking for the sword since after the battle ended," Auriel said excitedly.

"It was, uh…" Astrid stammered, struggling to think of a proper excuse. She didn't know how much Auriel knew about Allr'Bani's enchantments but it wasn't her place to give them away. Especially if her last theory was correct.

"No matter. Come on, its sheathe is with Hiccup. I bet you'll want to see him too," Auriel said, sensing that Astrid didn't want to tell her how she found the sword.

Astrid nodded her head eagerly, her heartbeat quickening. Stormfly squawked in amusement and was silenced by a deadly glare from her rider. Auriel looked between the two of them, confused, but led the way back down through the levels of the infirmary ship. It took only a few minutes to find Hiccup's room, as he was on the highest level, just below deck, where all the injured people of import were being cared for.

Auriel opened the door, which was reinforced with the silvery metal Astrid knew to be adamantite, the same metal her axe was made of. In fact, all the doors were reinforced as such on this level. Definitely for people of import. Astrid took one look at the sleeping figure on the bed in the middle of the room and felt a painful tug at her magical core. The tug was so sudden and so profound Astrid sunk to her knees and struggled to breathe. It felt like lightning was racing over her skin as she felt their bond make itself known. Astrid's face turned beet red. Despite her condition, it felt surprisingly… good. Like she was being embraced by Hiccup.

Auriel was by her side immediately, worry etched on her face. Allr'Bani lay forgotten on the floor some feet away. "I'm fine," Astrid reassured Auriel as she tried to get her racing heart to stop thundering in her chest.

With great effort, Astrid managed to walk closer to the bed without stumbling or tripping over herself. Laying on a table near the bed was a set of clothes and the loose midnight fabric that was Allr'Bani's sheathe. Astrid grabbed the metallic cloth and placed the tip of the sword at the entrance. The sword slithered into its home without complaint with a click and a barely visible flash of emerald light, tinged with sapphire, at the crossguard, locking it in place.

Her mission complete, Astrid deposited the sword back on the table and looked over at the bed. She was close enough to see Hiccup now. She felt the same tug at her magical core and fought to keep her body under her control. Astrid could feel their bond tugging at the both of them. She could feel her own emotions and thoughts flowing through the bond into Hiccup, but felt nothing coming out of him in return. Despite not knowing how things should be, Astrid felt that something was wrong.

Shaking off her worries, Astrid noted that Hiccup was looking much better. He was breathing, for one. His heart was beating, for two. Always good to have those two things. His face had more color than she remembered, and he looked at ease and comfortable in his sleep. At least he wasn't suffering there. His auburn hair was a mess and his bangs easily hung down over his eyes. Astrid smirked and playfully combed his bangs back so that his eyes weren't bothered.

Auriel smirked playfully but said nothing and quickly, and silently, backed out of the room. Astrid didn't notice her leave. Seeing that Hiccup was alright, and on his way to recovery, and that Allr'Bani was returned to its rightful owner, Astrid turned to leave. She noted that Auriel had sneaked out at some point. "You sly bitch," Astrid whispered playfully as she realized what her friend, if they could be called friends, had done.

Astrid was about to put one foot through the door and back into the corridor when her bond tugged at her magical core painfully. Astrid hesitated and stepped back inside the room before her mind was even aware of what had happened. Once more, Astrid tried to leave the room, and found that while she really could if she had to, she really, really didn't want to leave. In fact, she had every reason to stay, and couldn't think of a single reason to leave. The need to satisfy whatever the bond was telling her was more important than anything else right now.

With an exasperated sigh, Astrid turned around and strode back into the room. She paced back and forth as she debated what to do. Once more she tried to leave but the bond demanded she stayed, so stay she would. Sighing deeply, Astrid pulled up a chair next to Hiccup's bed and found herself memorizing his features. That seemed to satisfy the bond for now and gave her some measure of peace. "Stormfly?" Astrid asked.

"Yes, hatchling?" her dragon answered from where she was sunbathing on deck.

"What happened to Toothless?" Astrid asked, somewhat dreading the answer. She hadn't seen him since he fell into the ocean.

Astrid could sense Stormfly's hesitance. "Toothless was sedated by pointed-ears-Hiccup's-master. He was lost in a fit of rage and couldn't be calmed. He is sleeping on the deck of the command ship until Hiccup wakes," she answered.

Astrid nodded, satisfied, and returned to studying Hiccup. In no time at all, she found herself falling into a deep sleep.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid's eyes opened to a strange sight. She was walking on water. And not a small amount of water, either. It seemed like a lake or some other large body of water. It was a beautiful sapphire blue color, but every once in awhile, Astrid could see a fleeting stream of emerald below the surface. <em>Where am I,<em> Astrid thought to herself.

Astrid gingerly took a step forward and found that the lake held her above water just fine. Despite the abnormality of her situation, Astrid wasn't afraid at all. In fact, she felt quite at home. That was when she realized where she was. _This… this is my magical core!_ Astrid exclaimed to herself.

Astrid quickly began casting glances around the lake. She had read several accounts of what magical cores were supposed to look like to their owners and it fit the description quite well. The color of the water was the same color of her magic when she used it, and the small amount of emerald present was likely parts of Hiccup's magic flowing into her through their soul bond. But, one thing she knew for certain, was that very few spellcasters could access this part of themselves. It was a rare talent, one that Astrid _knew_ she did not have. She had tried on multiple occasions. Given the nature of her soul bond with Hiccup, Astrid quickly theorized that she had gained this new ability from him.

As if answering her thoughts, Astrid felt the tug of their soul bond dragging her below the water's surface. She panicked at the sensation of vertigo before drawing in a deep breath and being submerged completely. Astrid kicked her legs hard in an attempt to resurface to no avail and her lungs quickly began to ache for air. Astrid's vision swam and she couldn't help her body's natural reaction to breathe. Fear surged through her veins as she inhaled water and… felt better.

Relief replaced fear as she breathed in deeply, replenishing her supply of air. It was an odd feeling to be breathing water. Astrid looked around where she was and could see for several hundred feet in either direction before visibility declined. Knowing now that she wasn't in any danger, Astrid allowed her soul bond to guide her, and it guided her down, deeper and deeper into her magical core.

Astrid's fear returned when the light stopped reaching where her soul bond was taking her. Below was a sea of dark, with zero visibility. Yet her soul bond told her to keep going. Astrid was tempted to fight the urge when she saw a small stream of emerald water dart passed her and into the dark depths. Berating herself for feeling fear over her own magical core, Astrid steeled herself and followed the soul bond into the darkness.

Astrid swam for what seemed to be nearly five minutes before she felt the soul bond relax its pulling. Astrid guessed that whatever the bond wanted to show her was close. Astrid reached out and touched what appeared to be the lakebed. Opening her eyes for the first time, she looked around and saw darkness. Confused, the soul bond came back and pulled her in the direction she should go. After a few minutes of swimming at the bottom, Astrid saw a light in the darkness. It was a bead of light, like a small pearl, flawless and white, sitting at the bottom of her magical core. Astrid hadn't ever read about such a thing, and certainly didn't know what it was, but what she did know, was that her soul bond wanted her to get closer to it.

Astrid sighed and swam over. She floated above the pearl and examined it, finding it fascinating. Perhaps she was the first one to ever make such a discovery? The thought quickly left her mind as she was only here because of her soul bond with Hiccup, at least that was her current theory.

With no small amount of excitement, Astrid reached out and gingerly touched the pearl. Astrid's eyes widened in panic as she felt the world dissolved around her and she found herself standing in a very foreign, very strange place. An endless expanse of white void stretched out for eternity in every direction. Astrid thought it resembled Hiccup's illusory world but quickly dismissed the thought. This place felt alien in every sense of the word. This wasn't Hiccup's illusory world. She shouldn't be here.

Astrid looked around, trying to find the exit so she could return to her magical core, but saw nothing. All there was was white. Her fear was quickly starting to return in full force. Astrid wandered the void for a time, deciding she would never find her way out just standing there. She really didn't know where to go, so her eyes just watched her feet as they led her where they willed. Astrid stopped walking when something obstructed her foot. Looking down, to her horror, she saw Hiccup. Not the Hiccup she knew, or knew in the past, but certainly _a Hiccup_. He was deathly pale, and his clothes were soaked with blood. Astrid could see his lightning scar was bleeding profusely, spilling pools of blood onto the void.

_Is this… what happened that day he arrived on Alfheim?_ Astrid wondered. She had to suppress the urge to cry. Whatever this place was, she knew it wasn't real. Hiccup wasn't actually hurt. She would know, she just knew it. Astrid examined the Hiccup closer and noticed his ears were still pointed, although they were shorter than they were now. From what Astrid knew, elves' ears grew with age, so this must be a younger Hiccup, but at the same time, she knew he wasn't an elf until after he got the lightning scar.

_Was there some way to become younger? Perhaps Hiccup was reverting back to his human form? _Astrid wondered, truly intrigued. Reaching down, she gingerly touched Hiccup's bleeding forearm was her eyes widened as the void around her whirred to life, taking her away.

When the world settled down, Astrid found herself standing in a large atrium. It appeared to be the inside of one of the many large tree houses on Alfheim, but she couldn't be sure. She had never seen the place, nor had she seen anything that would give her a clue about where she was.

The only thing in the atrium was three people. Herself, standing at what appeared to be a door, looking very distraught. Hiccup, or a Hiccup, laying in a pool of his own blood, his scar bleeding profusely. Allr'Bani lay discarded some ten feet away. And a large, hulking man leaning over Hiccup, tears in his eyes as he held him. He was easily eight feet tall, a little shorter than the smallest of Jotnar. His skin was deathly pale, like a corpse. Astrid could see many blue veins running underneath his skin. He was the finest example of human physique Astrid had personally ever seen. There wasn't a lick of fat on the man's body, and he was covered in a thick layer of muscle. He had long black hair that fell to his shoulders, with a well groomed beard. His eyes were his most distinguishing feature, a beastial yellow color.

Astrid watched as the man scooped Hiccup into his arms and bolted out of the tree house without even sparing her a glance. Astrid watched as she dropped to the floor and writhed in pain. The scene made Astrid sick to her stomach. As sudden as the world changed, it changed again, and Astrid found herself back in the endless white void. Astrid suddenly felt violently ill and began to panic, she needed to get out of here, wherever here was. She _needed_ to leave.

As if answering her prayer, the world spun again, and Astrid found herself in the darkness looking at the white pearl once more before she found herself standing on the lake of her magical core, teleported as if by magic. Astrid's eyes flew open and she saw Hiccup laying in bed, perfectly alright and unharmed, before she sprinted out of the room to the nearest washroom and vomited the contents of her stomach. Astrid shook her head as she saw images of Hiccup laying in a pool of blood. She retched and vomited twice more, trying desperately to forget what she had seen.

"Astrid?" a voice asked, followed by two quick knocks.

"Yeah-" Astrid gasped before vomiting again, this time nothing but bile that burned her throat.

Auriel pushed open the door and walked in. "Hey, are you okay? What's wrong?" she asked, placing a comforting hand on Astrid's back.

"Yeah… just feeling a little ill, that's all," Astrid said, swallowing her nausea.

Auriel smiled sadly. "Come on, I bet there's a healer who has a potion that'll fix you right up," Auriel said cheerfully before leading Astrid down further into the ship to find the nearest healer.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The day after Astrid saw her vision, the armada began its journey back to the World Gate. Progress was slow, on account of not wanting to run into any more dangers of Hvergelmir. Their forces were crippled and not in any shape to repel an attack. If the sea serpents decided to attack, they wouldn't survive the return journey. They had lost nearly all their warriors and all but four of their riders; Agvior, Astrid, Fill, and Hiccup. The latter of which was still unconscious and showed no signs of waking any time soon. Fill was still recovering from Hiccup's mental assault and was little better than a glorified messenger boy. Agvior was recovering from powering Auriel's arrows and the ship's wards that prevented the Nidhogg's fire from incinerating the command ship. Astrid herself was recovering from the soul bond. The only real defense they had was Auriel, and maybe her mother, who was also recovering like Agvior.<p>

In summary, tensions were high. Astrid visited Hiccup every day and found that her soul bond no longer forced her to stay with Hiccup for extended periods of time, although she often chose to anyway. Astrid found that if she stayed away from him for prolonged periods of time it became hard to concentrate on anything and thoughts of Hiccup clouded her mind unbidden. It took them nearly two full weeks to make their way back to the World Gate and Hiccup had still shown no signs of waking. Astrid and Stormfly made sure to visit Toothless every day and keep him informed on Hiccup's condition, and assured him that his rider would be just fine.

Astrid had elected not to tell anyone, save for Toothless and Stormfly, about the nature of her and Hiccup's soul bond. For one, Astrid didn't know how she would begin to explain it to anyone else, and for two, it was too personal to share with everyone. It wasn't something that needed to be common knowledge.

Astrid's friendship with Auriel had progressed to the point where Astrid could say that they were actually friends and not just friendly acquaintances. Where her and Sigrid had mostly spoken of training, dragons, and romance, Astrid found that Auriel was very much the intellectual that Sigrid was not. Auriel revelled in discussing magic theory and the finer points of all things scholarly. Not to say that Auriel wasn't a skilled warrior, she certainly was, but Astrid could see that, like Hiccup, her main interest was in the arcane, not the mundane.

It was the armada's eleventh day at sea, and Astrid and Auriel were having lunch with the crew of the infirmary ship when she felt the first wisps of thoughts and feelings flow into her. Astrid nearly dropped her spoon of soup thinking that she was under mental attack before she realized that it was her soul bond feeding her information. Astrid's heart quickened and her stomach flipped as the wisps of thought began to solidify into something more.

Astrid shot up out of the bench she was seated on and darted down to the level of the ship Hiccup was on. Auriel was right behind her, trying to ask what was wrong, but Astrid didn't hear a word. Astrid practically kicked down the door in her haste to get into Hiccup's room, fumbling with the doorknob awkwardly.

"Astrid! What in the Hel are you doing…" Auriel said, slightly winded from the quick sprint through the ship.

Astrid just shushed her and pointed to Hiccup. The wisps had solidified to smoke and Astrid realized he was slowly waking up from a dream. She caught bits and pieces of what he was feeling through their soul bond. The intimacy of sharing not just thought, but base feeling, made Astrid blush from the tips of her ears to her toes.

Slowly but surely the fog lifted from Hiccup's mind. Astrid was overjoyed when she felt that the damage done to it by the Nidhogg was mostly repaired by the mind healers. _Ugh, where am I… _Hiccup thought with a moan, his eyes scrunched shut.

Astrid was about to talk to him when she felt cold dread course through his veins as he remembered what had happened with the Nidhogg. _I'm dead! I died!_ Hiccup thought, fear clouding his mind.

Astrid reached out and placed a comforting hand on Hiccup's arm and she felt him straighten, both physically and mentally. With great effort, Hiccup opened his eyes, like he was learning to use them again for the first time. Hiccup's jaw worked up and down uselessly as he beheld Astrid, trying to find the words. Astrid could feel a rush of emotions and thoughts flowing from him and into her. He was confused, hurt, and afraid. The last emotion caused Astrid's heart to constrict. She had never thought him capable of fear. In her mind, he had become something great, something more than human. Astrid chided herself for forgetting that Hiccup was as human as she was.

"... Astrid?" Hiccup croaked at last, finding his voice. It was baritone from sleep and lack of water.

"Hey," Astrid said softly. Auriel, seeing she was intruding on a moment, silently left the room but waited just outside the door to see what would happen. Neither of the two noticed her.

"W-What happened? Did you die too?" Hiccup asked shakily.

Astrid smirked and shook her head in disbelief. "No, we're very much alive," she answered.

Hiccup's eyebrows narrowed in thought as he tried to piece together how he survived, or if this was some cruel trick of Death. Astrid thought it was incredibly cute and watched with fascination as every thought was conveyed to her through their soul bond.

"Hiccup," Astrid said sternly, drawing him out of his thoughts, "focus on your magical core. What do you feel?"

With great effort, Hiccup sat up in bed and began to methodically scan his magical core. Astrid watched with rapt fascination was he picked apart his own magical core with one part of his mind and thought about both why he was doing it and how he survived with another part. "I don't see what…" he began to say.

"Focus, look deeper. It should be there," Astrid said, trying to guide him to find their soul bond. She wanted to see the look on his face when he figured it out. It would be something to remember.

Hiccup grumbled, in his mind, and Astrid had to work on controlling her laughter. Usually it was the other way around, him teaching her. Hiccup looked deeper and eventually found what Astrid had him looking for. Hiccup sat ramrod straight as he found their soul bond and Astrid could feel it tugging on the both of them painfully.

Astrid swallowed nervously. "What do you feel?" she asked, both dreading and anticipating his answer equally.

Hiccup's eyebrows narrow further as he focused on what he was feeling from the… thing. He knew he recognized what it was, but he couldn't quite put a name to it. Astrid's breath caught in her throat and her heart quickened as he quickly made a long list of possibilities and quickly began working through them one at a time. It was so very Hiccup. The inner workings of his mind were fascinating to her, and she felt she could get lost in them if he let her.

Astrid noted, with some mirth, that her name was at the bottom of the list of possibilities. One by one the possibilities were crossed off and Hiccup got farther and farther down the list until he came to the last item. His mind went over it and his eyes widened as he realized what he was feeling. Astrid actually stopped breathing.

"... You," he said softly, barely audible. His words rang like thunder in Astrid's ears. All at once Astrid came under the assault of a waterfall of emotions flowing from Hiccup to her through their soul bond. So overwhelming was the flow that Astrid couldn't even identify what she was feeling. In much the same way as Hiccup had done before her, she quickly began trying to identify what she was feeling.

It didn't take her long, not at all. It was the same feelings she herself had felt many times in the past two years. Feelings that had been at the fore of her mind practically since she met Hiccup back on Berk again. Love. Astrid knew that this emotion was love. Hiccup loved her, a lot. As much as she herself loved him. Unbidden, Astrid's feelings arced through their soul bond and flowed into Hiccup. The both of them were in complete shock.

Auriel watched in silent fascination from outside the door at the unsaid conversation taking place between the two of them, despite not knowing about the soul bond herself.

It took nearly five full minutes for the two of them to sort their feelings and thoughts out so that they could function like normal people once more. Both of their hearts were pounding in their chests so loud it was like a war drum playing. They both turned a brilliant color of scarlet as they realized what the other felt for them.

Astrid, without even realizing it, began to lean forward towards the edge of the bed unconsciously. When her mind regained control of her body, she found herself face to face with Hiccup, less than a foot away. She was in his lap and could feel his breath on her face. She could practically feel the steam boiling off her skin at how hard she was blushing.

Astrid was about to pull away and stammer an excuse when her eyes straightened and saw Hiccup lean in the rest of the way and lock his lips with hers in a searing kiss. All thoughts fled Astrid's mind and she felt an unbearable fire lick at her skin as she returned the kiss fiercely. Astrid squeaked a little when she felt his tongue intertwine with hers in a dance for supremacy.

When the two of them pulled away, they were gasping for breath, broad smiles on their lips, as their mutual love and happiness surged through their soul bond, telling them without a doubt, beyond words, that they loved each other.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

So last chapter was my most reviewed chapter, ever. I guess I should 'kill off' characters more often, eh? This is the one, and only, time a character in my story will be brought back from the dead. I'm not a fan of deus ex machinas, and I certainly don't view this as one (you'll see why later in the story) but this is not a DBZ story where every arc everyone dies and is brought back by the dragon balls.

So, the Hiccstrid ship has reached port. We're here, ladies and gentlemen, 210k words later. I got a lot of hate for killing Hiccup last chapter, including some very unfriendly reviews and private messages, including a lot of people telling me my story isn't good or worth reading unless there is Hiccstrid. To those people, I say, this story isn't for you. This is not a Hiccstrid story, but this story does contain Hiccstrid. There are thousands, tens of thousands even, of stories that are random Hiccstrid fluffy bullshit. Go read those. This story has plot, intrigue, lore, betrayal, and moral undertones. It's supposed to be an entertaining tale of the HTTYD characters playing their role in the Norse mythos. If you read Hail to the King and find it is only worth reading because at the end of the day it has Hiccstrid, you are a boring person.

To explain what has happened this chapter, the Nidhogg saw Hiccup's memories of the Realm Eternal and what he was looking for and/or doing there. What he saw was what scared him and allowed Hiccup to kill him with Allr'Bani. For his revenge, the Nidhogg worked wordless, timeless, primordial magic that destroyed Hiccup's very soul, which is the one thing that would prevent him from his plans in the Realm Eternal. Yggdrasil helped Astrid undo the Nidhogg's curse by forging his soul back together very much the same way that Sigrid and Hlif did. Yggdrasil is _not_ a god, but she is very close. She was the very first being to come into existence.

As for why I decided to have Hiccup and Astrid become soul mates, I'm not sure but I think I explained it earlier a few chapters back, but they seem just perfect for each other. Try to imagine Hiccup with any other girl on Berk. Try to imagine Astrid with any other guy on Berk. There just isn't another combination that works. They were made for each other, two halves of the same whole. Their romance is the thing people would write books about in the middle ages.

As there is now a bond between Hiccup and Astrid, there is going to be a lot more thought sharing between the two. I'm going to do my best to shift all speaking between minds and thoughts to italics, _like so_, to help differentiate between spoken words and thoughts. Hopefully this will be clearer next chapter.

This chapter, as a side effect of bonding with Hiccup, we saw Astrid's first foray into the Realm Eternal and the first more practical, and more common, use of the gift of being a Seer. Seers can see into the past, the present, and the future, and use their sight to gather information. What Astrid saw is up to your interpretation, but a few of my diehard readers may be able to piece together what happened. I look forward to seeing your theories. At current count, there are five known Seers: Hiccup, Astrid, Odin Allfather, Grandmaster Frode, and Gothi. I may or may not introduce others, but I doubt I will.

Next chapter we return to Berk! There will also be a minor timeskip, perhaps a year. I'm not sure, I'm still debating with myself. Hiccup and Astrid have a mission to accomplish there, where we'll see the addition of one character to the greater scheme of things, as well as seeing what our human friends have been up to since Hiccup and Astrid left. _**Please note that the next chapter will not be out for some time! I'm not even going to write the first sentence until after my final exams are over, so this is the last time you'll see me for probably two weeks. Consider this a small break between the story arcs.**_

I was reminded today that I have yet to post a disclaimer, so here it is. **Disclaimer: I do not own the HTTYD characters. Everything else belongs to me. Don't sue my ass, I have a lot of student loans to pay back already. I have no money.**

A special thanks to KadarLePoet and The Burning Pillar for their fantastic reviews once again.

**As always, thanks for reading, and please leave a review.** You'd be surprised how much each one makes me smile.

- Musica


	20. Home

Hiccup and Astrid panted for breath as they parted from their first kiss. Their eyes searched their counterparts for a moment before their lips met again. Astrid leaned in to deepen the kiss hungrily, she had been dreaming of this moment for the past two years. Hiccup brought one of his free hands up to Astrid's neck, the other resting on the small of her back, pulling her in and crushing her body against his.

Their tongues danced and dueled for dominance until their lungs burned for air and they were forced to separate again. Hiccup's arm fell limply to the bed, too tired to keep it aloft any more. "Sorry, I'm a little tired," Hiccup apologized sheepishly. His lips were swollen from the ardent of their passion and the sight drove Astrid mad with desire.

Astrid suddenly realized that, at some point, she had crawled fully into Hiccup's bed and into his lap again. The sudden closeness of their bodies made her blush scarlet from her ears to her navel. Realizing that Hiccup had only just woken up from his wounds, he was probably more tired than she was when she woke up. "Sorry," she apologized, equally as sheepish.

With great effort of will, Astrid managed to pry herself off Hiccup and back onto her feet. Hiccup and Astrid could feel their soul bond thrumming contently, a sense of euphoric happiness consuming them both. Astrid quickly fetched the lone chair in the room and returned to Hiccup's bedside, sitting much closer than she had done previously. She would only too gladly resume what they had been doing moments earlier with a fervor that would make most Berserker's bloodlust look childish in comparison.

The two of them sat in an awkward silence, content to examine the other's feelings and thoughts through their soul bond. Despite the very personal and very intimate nature of their connection, neither shied away from the other. Astrid watched, with both glee and fascination, as Hiccup's mind began to fly through scenarios about what had happened after he fell unconscious that could result in such a connection. His train of thought was constantly broken by memories of what the two of them had just done and it was clearly preventing him from thinking clearly. It put a happy smile on Astrid's lips, one that she hadn't worn for a long time.

Astrid's thoughts were mere carnal in nature, and she didn't bother to be ashamed the direction her thoughts were taking. She could tell that every minute that passed by her own feelings were beginning to mirror themselves in Hiccup due to her influence. It was exhilarating to see him squirm as he tried to fight the desire to give into the same thoughts.

Finally, Hiccup gave up trying to piece together what had happened. "Alright, I give up. What happened?" he asked rather pointedly. Astrid smirked as her own thoughts were clearly affecting him.

Astrid explained in great detail what had happened after he died. She had spent much of the journey planning on how to explain happened, and dreading Hiccup's reaction. When Astrid finished her explanation, she was surprised to feel that Hiccup believed her without hesitation and immediately began dissecting what it meant and why Yggdrasil had deigned to take action now.

Astrid saw that his face was molded into the pensive mask that she had seen so many times before, and now with their soul bond, realized he was deep in thought and would be lost there for many hours. That wasn't going to happen. "Hiccup?" Astrid said evenly.

"Yes?" he asked, looking up, temporarily drawn from his thoughts.

Astrid leaned forward and captured his lips in a chaste kiss. She grinned into the kiss as she felt all thoughts of Yggdrasil flee his mind at the action as he returned her affections. It was empowering to know that she had such an affect on him. Pulling away, satisfied that Hiccup would pay attention to matters at hand, Astrid sat back down on her chair, sighing as she pulled away from the kiss.

Astrid had to bite her tongue to hold her snicker in at the lost look on Hiccup's face. She hadn't seen him at a loss for words and she decided that it would be her life's goal to make him speechless more often. "You're more experienced at kissing than I thought you would be," Astrid commented slyly.

Hiccup grinned in his sloppy way and Astrid immediately wished she hadn't said anything as she saw a memory shared through their soul bond of a buxom woman with long brunette hair leaning in to kiss Hiccup, her cleavage spilling out of her blouse.

Hiccup's grin faltered as he saw the look on Astrid's face and realized what had just happened. "Who was that?" Astrid hissed menacingly.

Hiccup raised both hands placatingly. "Nothing, no one," he assured her as best he could.

"It certainly didn't look like no one when she was sucking your face off!" Astrid exclaimed.

Hiccup's jaw worked up and down uselessly as he tried to find the words to explain what she had just seen. "She was just some tavern wench, I-I wasn't even seventeen! It was the first time a woman had looked at me like I wasn't useless and I couldn't help it!" he exclaimed, trying to explain the very complicated situation he had found himself in.

Astrid bit her tongue on her retort when Hiccup said the word 'useless' and overwhelming guilt assailed her at the thought of his childhood misnomer and how badly she and the others had treated him. Astrid winced when her feelings travelled over to Hiccup and he paled.

"I'm sorry," Astrid apologized sincerely, putting all of her feelings of guilt and remorse into the words which travelled through their soul bond to Hiccup. He looked slightly sick as he felt the way her feelings were eating at Astrid from the inside.

"There was never anything to apologize for," Hiccup said genuinely, his forgiveness travelling to Astrid in return. It didn't wipe away Astrid's guilt, but it was a start.

"So… this girl, who was she?" Astrid asked curiously.

The tips of Hiccup's pointed ears turned scarlet, which Astrid found maddeningly attractive, before he began speaking. "Well, after I left Berk, I travelled Midgard for a time before I discovered magic. When I did, I started to head north in hopes of finding the World Gate. Along the way I stopped at a small country to the east of Berk and procured lodging there. She was the daughter of the establishment's owner and she took a liking to me. Toothless and I ended up staying a little bit longer than we expected because of a blizzard that lasted nearly two weeks," Hiccup explained. Bits of memories passed to Astrid as he told the story. The storm he had bunkered down to avoid was mighty, she didn't blame him for not flying it.

"And?" Astrid questioned.

"And that's it. She was a tavern wench; nothing more, nothing less," Hiccup said resolutely.

Astrid could sense his embarrassment about having to explain who this woman was to Astrid and decided to pressure him some more. "And what else did she teach you?" Astrid sing-songed teasingly. She immediately wished she hadn't as the young woman's face appeared in a memory again, this time warped with ecstasy, her breasts clearly visible hanging over the memory's point of view.

Astrid's eyes bulged and she felt her cheeks become hot. Hiccup immediately brought up his mental shields as he stamped the memory out of existence before more of it could be displayed. The two of them sat in a very tense, very awkward silence. Astrid focussed on examining the grain of the wood in the floor. Hiccup was staring so hard at the wall opposite Astrid that holes would start to appear soon.

Astrid coughed awkwardly. "I'm not… mad, or anything, I just didn't think you'd… you know," she provided. Hiccup just nodded, continuing to bore holes with his gaze.

"Have you ever…?" Hiccup asked, not looking at Astrid still.

Astrid winced as she felt a memory jump to the fore of her mind unbidden of the night a group of sailors landed on Berk seeking refuge from Bog Burglar pirates where she pulled a very strapping young man out behind the Great Hall and kissed him awkwardly.

Astrid's face was as red as Hiccup's was as she tried, and failed, to keep her memories under her own control. Hiccup actually laughed when the sailor, piss drunk, passed out and left a very angry Astrid wondering what had just happened.

"I don't have anything like… your second memory," Astrid offered lamely, her face still very red from embarrassment.

The two of them returned to silence, but more comfortable than awkward, having aired their previous romantic experiences with each other. They felt closer than just friends at that moment.

Swallowing her fear, Astrid decided to ask the question she had been dreading asking since she figured out the nature of their soul bond and its ramifications. "Hiccup… what are we?" she asked quietly.

Hiccup's eyes met Astrid's. He knew what she meant. Allowing his mental shields to come down, he bottled up every emotion he had felt for her over the their short twenty-eight years and sent it to her through their soul bond. All the unrequited love he felt for her on Berk, all the loneliness and regret he felt after leaving Berk, all the reemerging affections he felt the past three years since she came back into his life. "I think that's fairly obvious," Hiccup stated sarcastically in a tone that reminded Astrid very much of the little boy back on Berk.

Although he didn't say it, Astrid could practically hear the thoughts behind those emotions as they solidified into one word:_ lovers_. Astrid was immediately back in Hiccup's lap, kissing him fervently once more. He returned her affections with equal passion.

The two lovers were interrupted by a very awkward cough from behind them, near the door. Auriel had a knowing grin on her face and her cheeks were tinged pink every so slightly. "Just thought you two would like to know we'll be approaching the gate in approximately an hour," she said, before turning heel and leaving.

Astrid climbed off Hiccup and back into her chair, not really embarrassed now that their relationship was official, and looking somewhat proud of herself for some reason. Hiccup's arms still lay at his sides limply and his eyes began to droop, the rigors of his ordeal not yet fully healed.

"Sleep," Astrid commanded as she stood up and placed a chaste kiss on his forehead before leaving to help open the World Gate back to Alfheim. Astrid's heartbeat quickened when she felt the feelings Hiccup held for her come to the fore of his mind once more before he fell into blissful sleep.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid huffed as she marched back through the woods of Alfheim to her and Hiccup's tree home. In lieu of Hiccup's injuries and the projected time it would take before he would be fit enough to attend to his duties, Astrid was swept up into politics in his stead. The Queen had summoned an emergency meeting a week after they had returned to Alfheim to discuss the future of their race's participation in the war effort now that they were on the brink of extinction.<p>

Astrid was basically delegated to a glorified note taker for Hiccup as she sat in on meetings of important, and legendary, figures. The elven communication room was different than the one that had been on Nidavellir in that instead of figures being displayed as holographs, their likeness was presented through tall mirrors. Most heads of the realms were present, including the council of the Order. Despite knowing that all the myths the Norse religion propagated, Astrid was still awed when she first saw Odin Allfather appear in one of the mirrors. He was an older looking man, like Frode, one of the few who truly showed his age. From what Astrid knew, the magic maintaining youth in the higher races faded when they neared the end of their lives. Odin must have been in his ten thousandth year, perhaps older.

The door of the tree house opened and allowed Astrid entrance with practiced ease. "Lady Astrid!" Sharpshot greeted her as he fluttered out of the kitchen. In his claws was a small porcelain cup and a large metal teapot.

Astrid smirked. "Hey Sharpshot, how is he handling the medicine?" she asked knowingly.

Sharpshot gave a short draconic laugh. "He says it smells of urine and tastes like oil, however he has yet to miss a dose. In fact, I have this afternoon's pot ready now," the Terror answered.

Astrid smiled. "I'll take it to him," she said.

"Very well, he's in the library, as usual," Sharpshot said before handing off the cup and pot of medicinal tea to Astrid.

Astrid walked into the library to find Hiccup lounging on a very comfortable looking couch that he had the tree conjure for him. In front of him was a low table that allowed him to read a book, being held by an arm sprouting from said table, at eye level while he was laying on his side on the couch. "And you say the dragons are lazy," Astrid commented humorously and rolling her eyes.

Astrid faltered when she felt Hiccup put up mental barriers to prevent his thoughts from leaking out. "What are you reading?" Astrid asked curiously, ignoring what he had just done. It would take time for the both of them to get used to not having any privacy.

Hiccup sat up and tilted the book so she could see its title. "_Dark Creatures: A History of the Goblin Race,_" Astrid read.

"One of my less than legal collection," Hiccup commented before placing the book back down and continuing to read. Astrid sat down next to him and placed the cup and pot of medicinal tea on the table.

Astrid could tell where Hiccup was reading and followed along out of curiosity. "_... The goblins are a cursed and evil race, as all goblin spawns are male. In order to propagate, the goblins have historically gone to war with the other realms in order to capture females for breeding purposes. In the year 92 of Borr Allfather's reign, an alliance forged between the Aesir and the Vanir opposed the goblin threat and drove them from the nine realms. In a powerful feat of magic, Borr sealed the goblin homeworld's World Gate, forever trapping them on their polluted world. No goblin has walked the nine realms since, and it is presumed that they have long since died out,_" Astrid read in her mind.

Astrid frowned as she read about the goblins. "Vile little shits," she commented aloud.

Hiccup dropped the book and burst out laughing, his mental shields coming down. Astrid couldn't help but laugh as well, Hiccup's mirth shared with her through their soul bond. "That they are," Hiccup managed to sputter out, clutching his sides.

Recovering, Astrid finally remembered what she had come here to do in the first place. "You need to take your medicine," she chided, "and this is the notes from today's meeting," she said, handing over a rolled up scroll.

Hiccup scowled as he poured himself some of the tea. It was truly the most disgusting concoction he had ever tasted. He would wring the neck of whatever healer was responsible for his recovery if he wasn't recovering so fast. "Thanks," Hiccup said as he took the proffered scroll and unrolled it.

Hiccup took a sip of the yellow-green tea and grimaced at the taste and texture. Astrid watched his facial features in fascination as he drank. Ignoring the scroll, Hiccup downed the entire cup of tea in one gulp, getting it over with, before he returned to reading Astrid's notes.

"Lord Hiccup!" the familiar squawk of Sharpshot filled the library, "Master Agvior is here to see you."

Hiccup rolled his eyes in annoyance, something that Astrid found endearing, before rolling up the scroll and leaving it on the table. With a flick of his hand, Hiccup sent the book he had been reading to the warded section of his library, which had been improved to prevent more unwanted searches. Hiccup groaned as he stood and stretched to his full height. His body was still sore from being dead. _How ironic,_ Hiccup thought to himself. Astrid snickered at his train of thoughts. Not many could say they were tired from being dead.

Astrid followed Hiccup as he limped down the stairs to the ground floor of their tree home. Sharpshot fluttered close behind them, in case he was needed. Agvior was standing, examining the intricate floral patterns that were etched into the large table in the center of the room, with his hands held politely behind his back. He looked tired.

"What can I do for you, master?" Hiccup asked as he collapsed into a chair near the table, somewhat exhausted from the short walk downstairs. He dreaded having to go back up. _Maybe I can get Toothless to carry me to the roost and then walk down. It would be less effort…_ Hiccup thought idly to himself. Astrid chuckled underneath her breath and playfully shoved Hiccup's shoulder, being careful not to injure him.

Agvior looked playfully offended. "Can't an old man visit his apprentice?" he said, mock hurt in his voice.

Hiccup smirked and shook his head. Agvior sat down opposite of Hiccup and Astrid and cleared his throat. "I know it is a bit sudden, especially given your injuries, however…" Agvior said seriously.

"What happened? If the queen wants to go after another Nidhogg she can do it herself." Hiccup asked, equally as serious.

"No, no. Nothing to do with the elves. This is official Order business. We believe we may have found another bonded rider, however we cannot know for sure. Grandmaster Frode had a vision in which he saw a man flying upon a four-winged dragon, leading an army of dragons at his back. He is nearly certain this man is a bonded rider," Agvior explained.

"And why does the Grandmaster want us to investigate? Can't he send someone else?" Astrid asked politely. Hiccup still wasn't in any kind of condition to fight, let alone against some rogue rider with an army of dragons at his command.

Agvior frowned slightly. "Normally, we would. However, you two are the only human riders left in the Order, thus, this mission falls to you," Agvior said.

Hiccup looked slightly surprised. "There's _another _bonded rider on Midgard? I don't believe it. It is unheard of for three of any race to be chosen in such quick succession," Hiccup said. Astrid could feel his genuine disbelief. After her own training and education, Astrid had finally realized how rare it was to be chosen as a rider. The fact that both she and Hiccup were chosen was an act of god in itself.

"We have every reason to believe so, and Frode believes that this rider means to lead his army of dragons to war. Midgard could easily fall to such a threat, and the two of you are our only hope of saving the realm," Agvior said.

"Is… is it possible that this rider is… one of Loki's?" Astrid asked cautiously.

Agvior's brows narrowed. "It is difficult to say. My personal opinion, and one that I share with Frode, is that this rider is _not _one of the Betrayer's servants. However, this rider is older than the both of you. Frode believes that he has been in hiding, from what, or why, we do not know," he explained.

Hiccup sighed. "When do we leave?" he asked dejectedly.

Agvior chuckled and suppressed a grin. "Whenever you feel ready enough to make the journey," he answered simply.

Hiccup sighed again. "Sharpshot, can you prepare my things?" he called out to the Terror.

Sharpshot cooed in happiness. "Of course, my lord!" he answered, before darting off upstairs to begin packing.

Agvior chuckled at the dragon's antics. "Ah, I have one other matter to discuss with you," he said, his voice sounding older than he looked.

Agvior fidgeted with his belt for a moment before he managed to undo the sheathe of his sword. In a fluid motion, he placed the sword, still sheathed, on the table and pushed it towards Hiccup. "A gift," he said simply with a smile on his face.

Hiccup looked humbled. "I can't… I can't take this, I haven't done anything to warrant a gift, let alone Elding," he said, refusing to touch the sword.

Agvior's smile widened. "I'm old, Hiccup. I know I don't look it, but I am. I realized that during the battle of Hvergelmir. My time on the battlefield has ended, whereas yours is just beginning. I have stepped down from my seat on the council and will no longer be considered for active duty. My people need me in these dark times, not the Order. Elding is a warrior's tool, not a teacher's. I can think of no other to take it into battle than you," he said in an almost fatherly tone.

Astrid was blinking back tears from the profound sense of affection that Hiccup felt for his master, and what the gesture meant to him. Hiccup swallowed and reached out a hand tenderly for Elding, lifting it off the table and drawing it. It was a beautiful sword. Not a legendary weapon, but a beautiful sword all the same. It was similar in length to Allr'Bani, which would prove useful for balancing purposes should he ever need to wield both swords at the same time. Its blade was made of a special metal alloy that no longer existed to this day, and was the color of the purest topaz, like the sun had just risen above the horizon. The hilt was wrapped in the golden dragonleather of a Fireworm. The pommel was a teardrop. Set in the crossguards was a topaz of the most pure cut, nearly translucent. It was truly a beautiful weapon.

"I will treasure it," Hiccup said with reverence as he slid the blade back into the sheathe.

Agvior nodded. "I know you will, my boy. Now, I am needed elsewhere. There is still much to be done as we rebuild. If I do not see you before you leave, then I wish you both safe travels and good winds," he said, standing and making his way to the door. Hiccup and Astrid walked the old elf to the door, Hiccup holding Elding in his hands.

Bidding his former master goodbye, Hiccup and Astrid returned to their rooms and began to pack for their trip back to Midgard. Sharpshot had already managed to get most of Hiccup's travelling supplies into his leather pack; several leather-bound journals, quills, inkwells, potions ingredients, maps, and charts. Sharpshot was used to packing for long trips.

Hiccup and Astrid marched up to their rooms and stopped in the hallway, standing in front of their respective doors. The two of them shared a chaste kiss before entering their rooms to finish their preparations.

They were going home.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Stoick the Vast, chief of the island of Berk, sighed heavily as he and his advisors, along with the chief-in-training, labored over a long table filled with reports from scouts at the edges of their territories.<p>

"Chief…" Fishlegs, heir to the throne, said cautiously as he stroked his beard, "I do not think we need to worry about the trappers entering our lands. They are too busy fighting the Rider in the North to worry about a small village like Berk. If we hide our dragons, we will be safe."

"We can't take that risk. If the trappers land here to ride out a winter storm there is no way that we will be able to hide our dragons from them. They'll be inside our walls when they see the first dragon and they have the superior numbers and equipment. They'd wipe us out," Snotlout, advisor to the chief-in-training, said as he examined a report of the trapper's forces.

"We can't afford to just shun them. They'll take it as an insult and invade, especially if they get caught in one of these storms. It's their skins in the cold, or ours. I think they'll pick theirs," Spitelout said, ever the politician.

Stoick huffed and glanced out of the window of his home, one of the few in Berk who could afford glass window panes. Outside a blizzard raged, buffeting the island with a thick sheet of snow and ice. The harbor remained open only because of dragonfire, and even then, it would not stay open long. It was becoming too dangerous for ships to go fishing, the dragons would have to feed themselves, and in some cases, their families.

"We should play it safe," Stoick commanded, making up his mind, "tell the watchmen to stop melting the ice. Allow the harbor to freeze over. If it isn't easy, the trappers may not bother trying to contact us. Get the word out to all the ships, I want them back by tonight."

A messenger was called in, given his orders, and dismissed. "How is our food supply?" Stoick asked Fishlegs.

"We have enough rations for every man, woman, and child on Berk to eat three good meals a day for approximately seventy-eight days, and breakfast on the seventy-ninth day," Fishlegs answered as he did the mental calculations in his head.

Stoick nodded his head and ran his fingers through his graying beard. That was more food for winter than they had in many years. "Good. Keep me informed on any changes. If we have to, send out riders to hunt. This is the fourth winter since we've made peace without a single death, I'll not have someone starve on my watch," Stoick commanded.

Fishlegs nodded his head, accepting the order. "Alright, let's get to sleep then. It has been a long day," Stoick said, rising to his feet. Fishlegs, Snotlout, Spitelout, and the rest of the advisors stood and nodded their heads in respect before departing the home of their chief. Tomorrow was going to be a long day. They had to begin preparing for Snoggletog.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Fishlegs awoke early in the morn to the cries of his second born. He stared at the stone ceiling of his home, one of the few new houses built with stone, made possible by the dragons, of course. He had forgotten how much trouble it was taking care of a baby. He also knew it was his turn to deal with it. His wife would flay him if he just went back to sleep.<p>

Looking over at the sleeping face of Ruffnut, he sighed and hoisted himself off the bed and made his way to the next room where his two children slept. "Ssshhhh little one," Fishlegs cooed as he looked down into the cradle. The child almost instantly quieted and began babbling happily at its father and reaching for his large fingers to hold. Fishlegs couldn't help but grin. Sure, the sleepless nights were a pain but it was worth it in the end for moments like these.

The moment was quickly ruined by the front door of his home being kicked down by Snotlout. "Fish! We've got trouble!" Snot bellowed, waking up the entire household.

"Da', was' happenin'," his oldest, Galinn, asked sleepily.

Fish smiled as he heard his son speak. He was only three, yet he had inherited much of his own intelligence, and to his chagrin, his mother's wild side. "Nothing son, go back to sleep. I'll go see what your uncle wants," Fish replied before placing a kiss on his son's forehead and leaving. He could hear Ruffnut roar in anger at being woken up at such an ungodly hour of the morn.

"Snot! Will you shut up!" Fish hissed as he closed the door to his sons' room.

Snot, seeing fish emerge from the hallway, quieted his yelling. "We've got trouble! Scouts just got back, they say they spotted two riders from the north. They're headed for Berk!" Snotlout hissed back, his grip on his warhammer tight.

Fish immediately became serious, forgetting his anger at being woken up. He dashed back into his and Ruffnut's room, grabbed his shortsword and shield, and immediately sprinted back into the main room and followed Snot into the morning cold. Thankfully, the blizzard had ceased. For now, as it was.

Fish looked around the village and saw other men leaving their homes, dressed for battle. Some had dragons of their own, though they were not true riders like Fish and Snot were. Fishlegs whistled and his own dragon flew from the stable to join her rider. "Hey, Meatlug," Fish called as he gave his dragon a scratch.

"We're assembling our defences in the town square. Men will man the walls and catapults while we and the other riders take to the air. They'll be outnumbered and outskilled. We can easily capture the two of them and learn who they are and what their master's plans are; whether they be trappers or allies of the Rider in the North," Snot said decisively, explaining his plan for the defenses of the village.

Since the two had begun their chief training, it had gone amazingly well. Fish handled the economical, social, and political aspects of ruling while Snot focussed on creating the strongest army, if it could be called that, in the archipelago. Berk was the most well defended and heavily fortified island in the archipelago. As a result, the population of the island had boomed in the past two years, causing the village proper to expand into the surrounding forest. Over the years, and despite their differences, Fish and Snot had become good friends as they saw in each other what they lacked in themselves. Hiccup was right, they made a fearsome team.

_Hiccup_. Fishlegs thought to himself. How his friend had changed his life for the better. Words would never be enough to thank him and guilt had begun to gnaw at him from the inside out as he remembered how he and the rest of the village had treated their former heir. His guilt at abandoning his friend, as he had abandoned him when the teasing and abuse had started, manifested itself in nightmares. He saw Hiccup giving him everything, and then in the next moment, saw him as he was pushed into a puddle of mud and viciously kicked by Snotlout, Ruffnut, and Tuffnut.

Worst yet, Fish knew he wasn't the only one suffering. He knew his friend, Snot, had it the worst of them all. Shortly after Hiccup and Astrid left, he had begun to suffer nightmares. At first, they were rare. Once a week, if that. As time went on, they grew in frequency, until he could no longer sleep. Gothi had begun making him drink a tea that made the drinker fall into a dreamless, restful sleep. It was the only way he could get his rest.

"Gustav!" Snotlout yelled as the two of them approached the warriors, "where is your sister! We need every rider we can get. I don't want this to be a fair fight!"

"Hildegard isn't feeling so well," Gustav stammered, not wanting to tell the real reason in front of so many men. Not many took well to that particular week of the month that women had. Gustav was sure his sister would flay him, salt him, cook him, and feed him to his dragon, Fanghook, if he said so much as a word.

Snot scowled at having one less rider in the air. Fish sighed heavily as he mounted Meatlug. That was the other reason for his torment. Gustav. Gustav was the spitting image of a young Hiccup. Small, thin, intelligent. Same auburn hair, same green eyes. The only difference was Gustav hadn't been treated like he had the plague as a child. At seventeen years old, his resemblance to the former heir of the tribe was astonishing. Some said he was the bastard son of Stoick, but everyone knew he would never touch another woman. There was only Valka in his heart.

"Alright you lot, listen up! We ride north, we catch these invaders before they reach our home, and we catch them alive! Do not kill them, but if you can't take them without injuring them, that's fine. I want no injuries on our sides, I'll tolerate only the best! Those who remain here are to man the walls with bows and arrows. If we fail, shower them with arrows. Am I understood?" Snot barked like the warrior he was.

A hail of "Yes, sir!" was repeated by every warrior there. The riders quickly mounted their dragons and were in the air in seconds. The riders: Fish, Snot, Tuff, Gustav, and Astrid's younger brother, Hagen, fell into formation with Snot at their head. Everyone was surprised when Hagen decided to enter the academy and quickly became good friends with a large Nadder. His parents were so proud that he had become friends with the same type of dragon as their daughter.

Despite the blizzard having passed, the air was still bone-chillingly cold. The riders tugged at their fur cloaks to keep some semblance of warmth while their dragons stoked their internal fires in a vain attempt to provide heat to their riders. So cold were they, that no one realized they had found the invaders until a shadow descended upon them, blocking the sun, and forcing them to look up. Snot's head immediately snapped up, looking for his enemies.

What he saw was the largest Nadder that anyone on Berk had ever laid eyes on. It was easily one hundred feet long, and the spikes on its tail were long enough to skewer a man from head to toe. Its wingspan spread over them, blotting out the sun, some three hundred feet. Its claws alone were large enough to grasp the rider's entire dragon.

The riders instantly panicked and broke formation, thinking they were under attack. This dragon was simply too large for any of them to handle. It would be a tough fight. Snot cursed under his breath as he wished Ruff and Hildegard had come along. They could use the extra warriors. Snot pulled on Hookfang's horns, directing the dragon to dive out of the way and then ascend to counterattack.

To his immense surprise, Hookfang ignored him and immediately barked out in greeting before flying up to join the large Nadder without a care in the world. Snot's eyes widened, thinking he was about to go to Valhalla for his dragon's mistake, before he looked around and saw that Fish and Meatlug, as well as Tuff and Barf and Belch, were also doing the same thing.

Gustav and Hagen looked on in terror as their seniors went to their supposed deaths, before the large Nadder swung its head down and looked at the approaching dragons and squawked in greeting. In a deft aerial movement that should not have been possible for a dragon of such size, the Nadder dived and flipped, righting itself level and alongside the other dragons.

The riders gasped as they saw its rider. Astrid Hofferson. She looked healthy and seemed to glow with power. Her long blonde hair hung to the small of her back in a braid that kept it out of the wind. She was wearing nothing but a white blouse and brown leather breeches but didn't look cold in the slightest. But, above all, and most disturbing, was that she looked _young_. Astrid didn't look like she had aged a day since she left Berk, in fact, she looked like she had become younger. The Astrid they saw before them was the Astrid they saw in their mind's when they looked back fondly at times before the peace with the dragons.

Astrid inclined her head in greeting, as the wind was roaring too loudly to speak. _If Astrid is here, then does that mean… _Fishlegs thought, before he looked up. Looming over them was a dragon of pure shadow, the unholy offspring of lightning and death itself. Sitting on its back was Hiccup. Despite knowing that these new riders were friendly, Fish couldn't help but swallow his fear at the sight of Hiccup and Toothless. They were truly intimidating. And if Fish didn't know any better, he would have said that the already large Night Fury had gotten even larger.

Hiccup and Astrid, at the exact same time, which was odd to the riders, raised their hands and performed the exact same pointing motion: south. The riders nodded their heads, eager to get back to Berk and out of the cold. Hagen flew next to his sister, glad to see her after so long. The smirk on his face after Astrid saw him riding his own Nadder was wide and proud.

It took the group a little over an hour to reach Berk once again. Fish and Snot landed first, telling the man on the walls to stand down. Tuff, Gustav, and Hagen landed next, followed shortly after by Hiccup and Astrid. The latter two having to land outside the village proper due to their dragon's large sizes.

The two of them were greeted by no less than one hundred vikings, to raucous cheering. Fish and Snot were the first two to greet them. "Hiccup! Astrid! I had no idea you two would be back so soon. You said the training could take many years," Fish exclaimed.

Hiccup smirked. "We're actually here more for business than pleasure I'm afraid," he said, holding out a hand to greet Fish and Snot. Both men shook the proffered hand eagerly.

Before either could ask what Hiccup had meant by 'business', Stoick pushed his way through the crowd of people to greet his son. Swallowing his nerves, and his fear, the large man walked confidently over to the two returning riders. He had not forgotten how coldly Hiccup had treated him the last time they had met, and Stoick couldn't blame him. He had been a lousy father. It hurt, though, to think that Hiccup never addressed him once as 'father' his entire time on Berk after nearly ten years of absence.

Hiccup was about to greet Stoick when Astrid elbowed him in the ribs, hard, before giving him a hard stare and a mental chiding. Hiccup scowled ever so slightly. "Hello… _father_," he said in greeting, the word rolling off his tongue strangely. He only bothered trying to mend the rift with his father because it would make Astrid happy, and that was the only reason he needed.

Astrid winced at the awkwardness of the word but instantly forgot the moment as an unbidden memory passed from Hiccup to herself. It was a memory of a tall man who was deathly pale and had clammy looking skin. He had long shoulder length black hair of the purest midnight color. His eyes were a startling emerald green, strikingly similar to Hiccup's own. The man had a lean and hungry look about him, but not a hunger for food, a hunger for power. His face was contorted in a happy, but sly, grin as he observed Hiccup. Whoever this man was, Hiccup associated the word 'father' with him. Strangely, Astrid thought she recognized him… or someone very close in likeness to him.

_Sorry_, Astrid said to Hiccup, speaking through their bond. Both of them were having a hard time controlling how much they shared through their soul bond, and unless the both of them wanted to wear their mental shields all the time, the sharing would likely continue.

Stoick scooped his son into his arms, embracing him in a bearhug. The crowd burst into cheers at the family reunion. Stoick released his son and clapped him on the back before motioning for them to go to the Great Hall. Hiccup and Astrid bid their dragons goodbye and followed Stoick, Fish, and Snot up the hill, with the rest of the village following behind them. The other riders looked on in awe, especially some of the new trainees. Hiccup and Astrid were considered legends in the village.

The cooks, including Fishleg's mother, began to prepare a feast in honor of the return of their two riders. It would cut a little into the village's stores of food for the winter, but it was a worthwhile sacrifice. This was an occasion worthy of celebration. Stoick led them to a table at the fore of the room where the powerful of Berk sat, including Fish, Snot, Spitelout, Gobber, Gothi, and several other prominent members of the community.

After drinks were given, they could finally get down to business. "You said you were here on business, what did that mean, Hiccup?" Fishlegs asked, taking a drink from his tankard.

"The Order has sent the two of us to investigate rumors of a new bonded rider on Midgard," Hiccup answered, taking a small sip from his own tankard. Human alcohol wasn't his favorite. From the sense of distaste coming from Astrid, he guessed it wasn't her's anymore either.

Fish hummed in thought as he ran his fingers through his short beard. "I don't know much about bonded riders, but I do know that there has been a rider far to the north of here. We call him the Rider in the North, and he has been gathering an army of dragons for the past six months or so in response to the increasing presence of dragon trappers invading the archipelago," he explained their situation as briefly as possible. Unlike the others, Fish knew Hiccup would be able to keep up with his train of thought.

Hiccup and Astrid shared a long look, staring into each other's eyes, as they talked through their soul bond. _Do you think it's him?_ Astrid asked.

_It has to be. No one else has an army of dragons, and no one else has a title like 'Rider in the North',_ Hiccup responded.

They turned their focus back to the table, flinching at the awkward looks they were receiving from their prolonged gaze and unspoken words. "It definitely sounds like the man we're looking for. We'll head out within the week to meet him, provided the weather clears up," Hiccup said.

Stoick nodded. "So, tell us about your adventures!" he exclaimed, and everyone else at the table quieted in their own discussions to listen in on what was to be a tale straight out of the sagas. Hiccup and Astrid shook their heads and began telling them what the last two years had consisted of.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Hey guys! I lied. I actually got bored, and somewhat inspired, to write the first half of this chapter when a reader asked that I show Hiccup and Astrid getting used to their soul bond. I thought it was pretty funny. This chapter is shorter than normal because I'm really busy this week and next week. I will start work on the next chapter probably sometime on the 15th, so that is 10 days of no HttK. I hope you guys will survive. Looking back on my post history, I see that I released a chapter every 2 days or so for 5 releases. I think that is pretty damn impressive myself, given the length of my chapters.

A couple of notes here about things going on:

Hiccup and Astrid, and the other 'teens' of Berk, are all around age 28 in my story (shocking, I know). This comes from: 15 in canon, +10 before Hiccup returns, +1 for dragon training on Berk, and +2 for rider training on Nidavellir. However, as you may have seen in this chapter, due to magic and the nature of their bonds, Hiccup and Astrid appear to be younger than their friends and family and in the prime of their life. Physically, they would look no older than perhaps 21. To those wondering how the soul bond affects lifespans, it works in much the same way as the dragon-rider bond works. The lifespan of the shortest is extended to match that of the longest. Given that Night Furies live for an extraordinarily long time, so too will Hiccup, and so too will Astrid, and so too will Stormfly.

Also, on the note of dragons. I've depicted Stormfly growing in previous chapters, especially during rider training on Nidavellir, but for those who have missed it so far: bonded dragons continue to grow for as long as they want. They can grow to be as large as they so choose, although most stop before becoming as large as something like a Red Death or a Bewilderbeast. Toothless and Stormfly are large dragons, but you must remember to keep everything in proportion. I usually go with a 1:3 ft ratio. For every foot in length of a dragon, its wingspan is 3 feet in length. So if Stormfly is 100 feet long, her wingspan would be 300 feet wide. The majority of that mass would be in her tail and wings, as well as her large legs. You can't just upscale the Nadder in the movies to be 100x larger, because it would look odd, and not anatomically correct.

To those wondering about Allr'Bani, the sword is actually one of the most important objects in my universe. Some readers were wondering where Inferno, Hiccup's flaming retractable sword, was. My answer is that Hiccup did in fact have Inferno, but he grew out of its use after leaving Midgard and discovering magic. Perhaps I will expand upon this if I ever write a prequel. Hiccup's new sword, formerly Agvior's, is Elding, which means 'dawn'. It is _not_ a legendary weapon, but it is a very good sword.

Also there was no time skip. I decided it would be more fun if I wrote about Hiccup and Astrid getting used to their bond on Berk. Awkward times are coming.

There was a few new characters introduced in this chapter. I'm thinking I will have to post a chapter dedicated to a family tree of the various people on Berk. My own reference sheet is two pages long.

Galinn - "bespelled, wild, crazy". First born to Fishlegs and Ruffnut, and eventual heir to the chiefdom. He has inherited his father's intelligence and his mother's attitude. A very awkward combination.

Gustav Larson - one of the new generation of riders. Kind of a mini-Hiccup, as that is what I thought he was in the shows.

Hildegard Larson - Gustav's sister, also one of the new riders. Not as ugly as she is in the show.

Hagen Hofferson - Astrid's younger (but not youngest) brother. New rider, paired with a Nadder. He's not actually a new character, but it has been some time since we've been on Berk. I don't expect anyone to remember minor family OCs.

**A special thanks to all my reviewers, you guys rock!**

As always, thanks for reading, and please leave a review,

- Musica


	21. The Darkness Within - Part I

The celebrations went long into the night. The occupants of the long table at the head of the Great Hall listened with rapt attention and fascination as Hiccup and Astrid told them about their adventures over the past two years, with some notable editing. They decided to omit the part where Astrid nearly died to an army of corrupted mind-controlled dwarves, as well as the part where Astrid nearly killed herself and an elven princess during a friendly duel. They also conveniently forgot to mention that Hiccup had literally died, and that they were now lovers and that their souls were connected with a bond that would outlast eternity.

_No, I'm sure they would take all of that in strides. It's not like we haven't almost died several times. Some of us even did!_ Hiccup commented sarcastically to Astrid through their soul bond.

Astrid bit the inside of her cheek to keep from giggling as she tried to explain the tree house they had lived in on Alfheim. _We're Vikings remember, it's an occupational hazard,_ she quipped in response.

Hiccup rolled his eyes. Astrid chuckled quietly under her breath and reached over, lacing her fingers with his. Hiccup stiffened, followed shortly by Astrid, as they realized that quite literally every pair of eyes on Berk were in the Great Hall. They quickly put their hands back in their respective laps and their cheeks tinged red. Or in Hiccup's case, his ears as well. Astrid bit her lip to not stare.

They had decided, wisely, not to share their new relationship with the village. For one, it wouldn't be considered proper or traditional, and neither of them really cared for such antiquated traditions. They also knew that they would never hear the end of it. They would constantly by the topic of gossip for Berk, and by extension, the rest of the archipelago. Neither wanted their relationship to be such public knowledge. It was also dangerous, in case the Rider in the North or any of their other enemies caught wind of it.

Luckily, no one saw them holding hands. It had been several hours since the celebrations began and most of the villagers were intoxicated beyond all rational thought. Astrid shook her head as she looked at the state her friends and family were in after drinking such a weak alcoholic beverage. Elven liqueur would have had them dancing naked on the tables in half a tankard. After another hour, Stoick called an end to the celebrations and retired for the night. Many villagers stumbled out of the great hall and back to their homes. With any luck, half of them would find their beds. The other half would be passed out on the ground somewhere.

Hiccup shook his head at Astrid's train of thought and stood to leave as well. Astrid followed quickly behind him. "Where are you staying for the night?" she asked quietly, even though there was little risk of being overheard.

"With Toothless," Hiccup answered, not bothering to lower his voice. No one would remember the conversation with how drunk they were. Hiccup fully expected to wake up to the alarmed shouts of villagers wondering why Hiccup had returned in the middle of the night.

Astrid looked a little bashful. "I talked with my father, the guest room is always open," she tried, allowing her feelings on how happy it would make her for him to stay with her and not camp out with Toothless seep through their bond.

Hiccup sighed. "You're going to do that every time you want something to go your way, aren't you?" he asked, knowing full well the answer.

"Yep," Astrid deadpanned with an equally knowing smirk.

"Fine, but you have to explain to Toothless why he can't sleep with me," Hiccup said, trying and failing to hide how much he would rather sleep in her house than with Toothless.

Toothless snapped his jaws at Hiccup as he walked passed, clearly aware of what his rider was thinking. "Thanks," Toothless grumbled, before rolling up in a ball outside of Astrid's home and promptly going to sleep.

"Oh, come on, bud! You know I don't mean anything by it!" Hiccup said exasperatedly.

Toothless remained silent. "Fine, be that way," Hiccup quipped before stomping, albeit very quietly, into the Hofferson hall. Astrid was right behind him.

_Huh, I don't remember your hall being this big…_ Hiccup commented, speaking through their soul bond, not wanting to wake any inside.

Astrid flashed Hiccup a happy smile. _Father took the knowledge of farming you gave him two years ago to heart. The Hoffersons are now the largest farm on Berk. We aren't poor now. You should thank me, really, for preventing my father from crushing you in a bearhug the moment we got back. He's quite enamored with you,_ Astrid said playfully.

_Well thank you for that. It would have ruined my impeccable image,_ Hiccup drawled, half meaning it. Astrid giggled as the two of them made their way upstairs to the rooms they had previously stayed in nearly four years ago when Hiccup first returned to Berk.

_It seems like a lifetime ago,_ Astrid said quietly.

_That it does,_ Hiccup replied.

_Good night, Hiccup,_ Astrid said as she pushed the door of her room open.

_Good night, Astrid,_ Hiccup said as he did the same.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid laid on her bed, staring at the ceiling. Her room had remained much the same, untouched, unchanged, since she had left more than two years ago. She couldn't sleep. She tossed and turned but couldn't manage to calm her restless mind. It was the soul bond, really, that was bugging her. It kept tugging at her to get up. She knew exactly where it wanted her to go and Astrid didn't think she wanted to have that conversation with her parents in the morning.<p>

With a sigh, she closed her eyes and focussed. There was one way to fall asleep that the bond couldn't prevent. With great effort, Astrid willed herself deep into her magical core. When she opened her eyes, Astrid was once more standing on the lake of her arcane energy, her magical core. Now that she knew what to look for, the journey was simple. It took her less than five minutes to find the white pearl at the bottom of the lake and she found herself in the Realm Eternal.

Hiccup had briefly explained the finer details of being a Seer to Astrid before they left Alfheim, however most of what he said had to be experienced, not learned. The only warning he had for her was to not linger too long. Get in, get your vision, and leave. Staying for long periods of time was not healthy for the mind.

Astrid glanced around as she appeared in the endless white void again. She had panicked the first time she found herself here, however, now that she knew where here was it was much easier to remain calm. Astrid took a deep breath and focussed on what she wanted to see. It had eaten away at her all day, that brief memory of the man Hiccup called 'father.' She had to know who it was, and she didn't want to ask Hiccup. It would be more than a little awkward when she was trying to mend things with him and Stoick.

Astrid closed her eyes and breathed deeply several more times, trying to will the afterlife to her command. When she opened her eyes, she had to suppress a squeal of excitement. She had succeeded. Standing in front of her, perfectly still, like a statue, was Hiccup. The not-Hiccup was in a fighting stance, holding a long metal blade coated in flame. He looked coiled and ready to strike. Walking over, Astrid gingerly touched the not-Hiccup and let herself be pulled into the vision.

Hiccup prowled forward into the cave, using the light of Inferno to illuminate his path. The flames crackled loudly in the quiet of the air, and Astrid knew that he would lose any element of surprise due to the sword. After several minutes of following Hiccup, Astrid found herself in a large antechamber. She thought it was somewhere on Nidavellir, due to the look of the stone and the ambient temperature. Definitely the realm of the dwarves.

"Very good," a voice said behind her. Hiccup, and Astrid, whirred around to meet the voice.

Hiccup brandished Inferno threateningly. "Who are you?" Hiccup asked confidently.

The man, Astrid realized, was the one Hiccup associated with the word 'father.' Astrid observed the man once more. It was impossible to tell his age, but he held himself in a way that spoke of power. He was lean, yet muscular, but he had a hungry look about him. He had dark circles under his eyes, which were of the same emerald color that Hiccup possessed. Long black hair ran down to his shoulders. He had rounded ears, so he wasn't an elf. All in all, Astrid had no clue who he was.

The man simply grinned maniacally. "I think you know exactly who I am, boy," the man said darkly.

Astrid saw Hiccup swallow his fear as he readied to fight. "I am surprised that the Order would send someone so young to capture me. A human, no less," the man goaded.

Hiccup smirked and began circling the man as the man did the same. He said nothing in response to the taunt. "You are skilled, yes. Your bond is strong, and you are powerful, certainly, both in body, mind, and magic. But, I fear you will not survive me," the man taunted again before beginning their dance.

Before Astrid could realize what had happened, she felt, more than saw, the world around her turn to dust as Hiccup was caught in an illusion. All around him was a horde of poisonous serpents slithering towards him. Astrid instinctively took a step back, towards Hiccup. She lifted her eyes to see what Hiccup would do next, and was surprised when she saw his face contorted in effort. A second later, the illusion shattered, just in time for Hiccup to raise Inferno and block the man's dagger from piercing his heart.

Hiccup grunted as he tried to hold the much physically stronger man off, even armed as he was with only a dagger. He lost the contest of strength and was sent flying bodily, skidding across the stone floor of the antechamber. Hiccup was instantly back on his feet. _"Bones, shatter!"_ he hissed vehemently, letting his anger feul the magic. An invisible wave of magic surged from the tips of Hiccup's fingers and thundered towards the unnamed man.

Astrid watched the man's reaction closely. He had a look of shock on his face, which was wiped away as he leapt into the air to avoid the spell that would have turned him into a boneless pile of flesh.

Hiccup took the opportunity, reaching for his dagger, and hurling it with all his might. Astrid saw the flare of emerald magic that told her he was using enhancement magic. The dagger sailed through the air, making a humming noise, before the man caught it, barehanded. The man smirked and scoffed at the futility of the attack.

Hiccup grinned as he yanked on an invisible string, causing the tip of the dagger to part and spew a thick green smoke that Astrid realize was Zippleback gas. Without speaking, Hiccup ignited the string which caught fire and instantly ignited the gas. The resounding explosion shook the antechamber and sent Hiccup and Astrid to their knees.

Hiccup was on his feet at once, holding Inferno defensively in front of him. He stiffened as he felt a dagger press against the soft flesh of his neck from behind. "You are quite clever, I'll give you that. An endearing quality," the man said with fake cheer.

Astrid gasped, sure that Hiccup was about to be killed. She watched as his eyes widened, then contorted in effort once more, before he surged forward, ignoring the dagger, and sweeping Inferno in an arc to his right. Astrid saw the man holding the dagger disappear in a flash of light before reappearing in front of Hiccup, blocking Inferno with a long dagger, almost like a shortsword. "Ah, I see now why they sent you to capture me. You're an illusion master, just like I am, aren't you?" the man said.

"However, you lack the power and finesse I do. You haven't been properly trained. There is no one in the Order that could teach you the ways of illusions, but even more so… they don't know, do they? Yes, you kept it hidden. I can tell. You must have… volunteered, yes. Quite brave of you," the man continued on.

Hiccup scowled before the veins in his forehead popped from the strain. The man gave him a curious look before Hiccup cast his own illusion. The man smirked and let him cast the spell. Astrid saw the world fall apart once more and be replaced with an endless expanse of darkness that left her with a sickening sense of vertigo. "Oh, very clever. You are quite skilled," the man said as he walked through the darkness like nothing was wrong.

Astrid nearly jumped out of her skin when a hand of pure darkness reached up and grabbed the man's foot. The man looked equally as surprised, but did nothing. Another hand, and then another, shot up and grabbed the man by the feet, and then began dragging him down into the depths. Astrid watched as the man slowly sunk into the depths with a feral grin on his lips. Astrid realized he wanted to see the extend of Hiccup's power.

The man took in a deep breath, out of instinct, before his head was submerged in the darkness. Astrid could see his body flailing underneath, not out of fear though. A moment later, the darkness shattered and Astrid was once again standing in the antechamber. Hiccup was staring wide eyed at the man who still had the same arrogant smirk on his face. In the blink of an eye, the man surged forward, slapped Inferno to the ground, and had Hiccup pinned to the wall by the throat.

Hiccup struggled for a few minutes before realizing the futility of fighting. He stilled, and stared at the man, waiting for his death. Astrid could see the look in his eyes; a tiredness, a desire to rest, to be dismissed from the suffering. It was the look of a man who was ready to die, who_ wanted_ to die. It broke her heart.

The man examined Hiccup for a time. "You have suffered, haven't you? You are no stranger to misery, I can see it in your eyes. You have the look of a man who has been betrayed and scorned, yet for what reason…" the man commented quietly as he continued to examine Hiccup.

After a few more minutes he broke into a sad smile. "You are like me. Hated for your gifts, hated for being different. That's it, isn't it?" the unnamed man asked. Astrid saw the light in Hiccup's eyes change. The man caught it. They both knew it was true.

The man released Hiccup. "What are you doing?" Hiccup asked, coughing from having his throat constricted for so long.

"I am offering you the choice I never had. It would be such a waste of power to kill you here, no, better for you to make a choice," the man said cryptically.

"What… choice?" Hiccup asked quietly as he sucked in gasps of air.

"I know what pains you, for they are the same pains I suffer. I, too, was scorned and hated since the moment I was born. I was different. I was not a warrior like my brother, and my father despised me for it. I was a magician, but not a very strong one. I specialized in trickery and deceit, not honorable magicks according to my father. I was, however, gifted at politics, and this frightened my father beyond anything. He thought I would steal his throne. So he hated me, so my family hated me, so my friends hated me, so my people hated me. I was all but an outcast on Asgard," the man said with growing anger.

"And then, I learned the truth. The simple truth. That I was different. My gifts were no less special than my brother's, my talents no less admirable. My parents hated me because I was not theirs by blood, I was adopted out of pity. And then, I learned about the prophecy. That I would be born and bring destruction to all the realms. That was why they hated me, why I could never have friends or a family. All because of the words of some old fool who died millions of years ago," the man said with a hint of irony.

"It is unfortunate for them, then, that they ended up driving me to hold the prophecy fulfilled. If they would turn their backs on me, then I will turn my back on them. I will destroy those who wronged and rule over all the realms, the one true King of all creation. This is my revenge, the fire that keeps the darkness at bay. I see the same darkness in you, threatening to consume you. You are just like me, you just need the fire in your heart lit…" the man continued on.

"I can help you get your revenge. I can give you power, respect, glory, and wealth. I can give you a home, a family where those with gifts are not hated, but held up as the gods that we are. I can teach you how to master your illusion magic, and many others, even forbidden magicks. I can teach you how to kill a man with a mere thought!" the man said zealously.

"Join me," the man offered, holding out his hand to help Hiccup stand. Astrid watched helplessly as she saw the emotions play out on Hiccup's face. Two years of friendship, combined with her soul bond, allowed her to practically hear his thoughts. He was considering it. Although she didn't know who this man was, she knew he wasn't on the side of the light.

Astrid saw the spark in Hiccup's eyes as he made up his mind. The fire of hate that this man wanted to grow took root. It was merely embers now, but in time, it would grow to the controlled furnace that she felt in Hiccup even now. With a small, almost imperceptible grin, Hiccup reached out and took the man's hand.

The man's grin spread from ear to ear. "What is your name, child?" the man asked.

Hiccup blushed and averted his eyes sheepishly. "Hiccup… just Hiccup," he answered.

The man helped Hiccup to his feet and dusted off the rose-red tabard of the Order before placing both his hands on Hiccup's shoulders. "You do not like your name?" the man asked compassionately.

Hiccup shook his head. "No… my… parents meant well, but my… tormentors, turned the name into an insult," he answered, embarrassed.

The man seemed to look into Hiccup's very soul. "You are strong, very strong. In time, you will become more powerful than you can possibly imagine. A king among kings. A king has no such need for a name such as 'Hiccup.' No, henceforth you will be known as…"

"_**Vrangr, son of Loki," **_the man said, his voice dripping with power as he bestowed Hiccup his new identity.

Astrid bolted upright in bed, sweating profusely. _No, no… that can't be! _Astrid thought, her mind racing. Her heart was beating so hard Astrid thought it might burst.

_Hiccup can't be… he wouldn't! But… _Astrid continued, unable to form coherent thought.

"_Hatchling!"_ Stormfly exclaimed, silencing her racing thoughts, _"calm yourself!"_

"_Stormfly… he, he…"_ Astrid tried explaining, but settled for passing her memories of the vision to her dragon. Stormfly quickly sorted through her memories of the vision. Astrid was sure that if she was outside, she would've been able to hear her clicking her tongue in thought.

"_This doesn't mean anything, hatchling. We know nothing else, and we know still less about Loki. I think it is safe to assume, given what happened today, that Hiccup and Loki may still be in contact… but that doesn't mean anything,"_ Stormfly said, trying to calm her rider.

"_What am I supposed to do?"_ Astrid asked dejectedly.

"_You do nothing, hatchling. Nothing, until you know for sure. And when you do, you talk to your mate. Figure out the reason why, and make your own judgement. Do not allow rumors and the opinions of others sway you. Make up your own mind,"_ Stormfly instructed sagely.

For some reason, that calmed Astrid. She knew Hiccup had suffered at the hands of Berk, and she felt horrible guilt for standing by and not doing anything, but she also knew that Hiccup wasn't vindictive. He wouldn't be consumed by his hate and vengeance. If, for whatever reason, he really was aligned with Loki, there was a good reason. Astrid just knew it.

Astrid could see the faintest rays of light entering her room through gaps in the wood. It must've been early morn but she knew she wouldn't be able to get back to sleep. Sighing, Astrid got up and went through her morning routine.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup found Astrid missing when he woke up. Ingrid, Astrid's mother, had informed him that she had gone to the Great Hall early that morning for a small meal. Hiccup thought it odd, but said nothing. The soul bond was tugging at him uncomfortably, trying to get him to find Astrid. He couldn't find any reason not to oblige it, and he was a little hungry himself.<p>

Stopping outside, Hiccup gave Toothless a good scratch. He knew Toothless didn't like being on Berk any more than he did. _"What's wrong, Hiccup?"_ Toothless asked, feeling his rider's unease.

Hiccup smiled sadly. _"I don't know. Something feels wrong. I just don't know what, yet,"_ he answered.

Toothless snapped his jaws in annoyance. _"Don't worry. If any of these savages dare to harm you…" _he threatened menacingly.

"_I know, I know. The spawn of lightning and death itself,"_ Hiccup said, biting back a snicker.

Hiccup escaped his dragon's threats and quickly made his way up the hill in the center of the village and into the Great Hall. There were still numerous Vikings present, some who hadn't even left since the celebrations last night, others who were up early and getting ready for the day's work.

Hiccup spotted Astrid sitting in a corner of the room by herself at a small table. Hiccup grabbed a loaf of bread and headed over to join her. He could feel the bond ease itself the closer he got, much to his relief. The bond had its joys, but also its pains. The constant need to be in close proximity with each other quickly became annoying, not to mention, impractical. Especially now that they were back on Berk.

Hiccup sat down in the chair opposite Astrid. "Morning, sleep well?" Hiccup asked politely.

Astrid fidgeted in her seat. _Odd,_ Hiccup thought to himself, making sure not to let his thoughts leak over to Astrid. "As well as I could, I guess. I'm just a little nervous, being back home and all," Astrid answered.

"Don't be. There's no reason to be nervous, this is your home," Hiccup said as he took a bite of bread and began chewing. For whatever reason, that seemed to assuage her fears. Hiccup was glad he had said the right thing.

Hiccup and Astrid spent the day helping out around the village, preparing for Snoggletog, which began tomorrow. Hiccup was secretly looking forward to the day, since it was one of the few times in his childhood when his tormentors had forgotten about him.

It was late that night when Hiccup retired to the Hofferson hall again. Astrid had elected to stay in the village proper and take care of some business which she hadn't shared with him. That was fine, since Hiccup had business of his own to take care of.

"_How exactly are we supposed to contact the trappers when you can't stand to be more than fifty feet away from your mate?"_ Toothless asked grumpily.

"_I don't know, I'm working on it. The letter from father specified we should expect to be sent to Midgard and follow orders. When we get the opportunity, which we no doubt will, we can corner their leader and talk to him since Astrid will be busy dealing with the other trappers,"_ Hiccup said, explaining the basics of the plan.

"_And if she overhears, or barges in, or picks up the conversation through your bond?"_ Toothless asked, aware that their mission would be at a great deal of risk with Astrid tagging along.

"_Look, I've tried, alright. I can't ignore the bond. It's too powerful. There is nothing I can do to get away from her for the amount of time we would need,"_ Hiccup explained, for the seventh time during their discussion.

Toothless rolled his eyes. _"You're aware that she will hate you if you she finds out, right?"_ he quipped.

Toothless realized what he said a moment too late. _"Hiccup, I didn't-" _Toothless began to say.

"_Of course I know!"_ Hiccup snapped in response, _"it is my greatest fear. I don't think I could go back to the way everything was without her."_

"_You know I didn't mean it that way," _Toothless apologized sheepishly.

"_I know,"_ Hiccup said. He was stopped from saying anything more by Astrid arriving. Not wanting to explain why he was still outside, Hiccup quickly dashed upstairs and into his room.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid arrived at her home much later than she had expected. She had decided to find Hiccup a Snoggletog gift, and hadn't managed to think of a single thing. Fisker, Fishleg's father, of course, was more than happy to let Astrid peruse his wares. His shop had at least tripled in size since she had last been there, shortly before leaving Berk. In the end, Astrid couldn't settle for just one thing. She had several ideas for small gifts, things Hiccup could carry with him since they were always travelling.<p>

In the end, she decided on two gifts. The first, a beautiful ivory comb that was stylized in the form of a dragon. Astrid would enchant it later to be the same emerald green color that Hiccup's eyes were. The second was a small leatherbound journal that was a heirloom of the family. It was made of a black dragonleather with gold bindings on the corners of the cover and down the spine. She had decided to perform a bit of experimental magic on it, and if everything worked, she thought it would be quite the gift.

Astrid trudged up the stairs and noticed that Hiccup was already in his room. She could feel his presence through their soul bond. She decided not to disturb him and went to her own room. Astrid had made up her mind earlier in the day that she would spend tonight trying to see visions of Hiccup's past. With any luck, she would be able to wrestle her thoughts under control after she knew the full story. She hadn't missed the way Hiccup had been eying her the whole day, she knew he knew something was wrong. He just didn't know what.

Astrid laid down and closed her eyes. This was the third time she would make her way to the Realm Eternal. It was almost second nature now. It only took a few moments until she was once again standing in the endless white void. With a deep breath, Astrid willed another vision about Hiccup and the man, who she now knew to be Loki.

Another not-Hiccup materialized in front of Astrid. He was holding a sword, not Inferno, but a plain metal sword. His body was low, in a fighting stance, one she knew intimately. She approached and placed her palm on Hiccup's cheek, and was drawn into another vision.

The first thing Astrid noticed was that Hiccup was shirtless. With a great deal of effort, she managed to move her eyes to examine her surroundings. She was in some sort of large building, almost like a coliseum, made of dark gray stone. In the center of the coliseum, Hiccup and Loki were engaged in a fierce spar. The both of them were holding what appeared to be training swords, dull and heavier than normal to build muscle.

"No, no. You have to be tenser. Like a snake, coiled and ready to strike. By the time your enemy realizes you've attacked, their head should be separated from their shoulders," Loki chided, slapping Hiccup in the stomach with the flat of the training sword.

"Again!" Loki barked. Hiccup lowered his center of gravity and assumed the stance, tensing his body and preparing to strike. Astrid knew the stance he was practicing well. It had cost her many, _many_ duels. It was designed for speed and precision, not strength. Its sole purpose was to slash the opponent's neck before they could react and either block or dodge. Hiccup erupted into a flurry of motion and launched the attack.

The training sword moved so fast it was simply a blur of steel, leaving a trail of silver behind, a trick of the eye. The tip of Hiccup's training sword only just barely avoided clipping Loki's neck as he took a single step backwards in an unnaturally fast motion. "Good, good. You're getting the hang of this," Loki commented.

Hiccup smiled genuinely at the praise. "Thank you, Master," he said, bowing his head slightly in respect.

Loki struck suddenly, sweeping Hiccup's feet out from under him. "Never show your opponent respect, Vrangr. There is no such thing as a fair or honorable fight. If you ever find yourself in such a situation, you've already lost. And you know how much I hate being called 'Master'. You're not a thrall. I understand if you're uncomfortable calling me 'father', but I am not your master," Loki chided.

"Yes… father. It's just… odd," Hiccup said as he got to his feet again, "I've never had a father figure before."

Loki smiled sadly. "Neither did I," he said.

Unbidden, the two of them launched into a fierce dance of blades. Sparks erupted from each clash of their swords and Astrid felt the vision begin to fade. She felt a lump in her throat at Hiccup's confession about not having a father figure. She knew Stoick wasn't the best father, but surely he had tried?

Astrid found herself back in the Realm Eternal. Calming herself, she once again tried to conjure up another vision. Another not-Hiccup appeared, this time lounging on an invisible surface, his hands holding a book. She reached out and touched him again, and found herself in another vision.

Hiccup was seated at a desk. From the looks of the surroundings, Astrid guessed it was a library. Quite an impressive one at that. Seating opposite of Hiccup at the same desk was Loki.

"You see, Vrangr, the lower races are incapable of governing themselves. You need only look at their politics to see that they need a strong ruler to control them, lest they descend into chaos. It is only natural that we, the chosen, should be kings. People don't want freedom; they want control, rules, and protection, not just from their enemies, but from themselves. They need a ruler who can give them both the support, and more importantly, the constraints, to keep their insignificant lives safe from the chaos that threatens to consume this world," Loki lectured.

"We are gods compared to them, and it is their natural place in the universe to be on their knees, worshipping us. And, in return, we will keep them under our protection, but more importantly, our control. The Aesir, arrogant and destructive, believing themselves the rightful rulers of the universe. The elves, flippant and free spirited, uncaring about the other realms. The dwarves, greedy; obsessed with gold and gems, and powerless without magic of their own. The other races have their flaws too, but they recognize that their place is beneath us and submit to us willingly," Loki continued on.

Astrid realized this was some sort of lesson on politics. Despite how sickening Loki's theories were, she kept listening. If she tuned out now, she might miss something important. "That is our revenge, Vrangr. That is why I did not let you return to Midgard to lay waste to Berk," Loki said.

Astrid snapped to attention at his words. _Hiccup had wanted to destroy Berk?_ Astrid thought with disbelief.

"No, our vengeance will be both absolute and eternal. You will rule over all of Midgard, and then you can make them suffer for the rest of their short, pathetic lives for what they did to you in your childhood," Loki said gleefully.

Astrid felt sick at how Loki was poisoning Hiccup's mind. She could only pray he didn't fall for the lies. The vision faded as quickly as it came as Loki began lecturing Hiccup about the intricacies of Aesir politics, specifically how the senate worked and how it was corrupt and a travesty to continue ruling the poor citizens. The last words she heard were how Loki planned to destroy the senate building and set free the citizens from its tyranny.

Astrid was back in the Realm Eternal once again. She took a few minutes to settle her tumultuous emotions and thoughts. When she was sure she could handle another vision, she once more willed another one into existence. It was easier after every one. Another not-Hiccup appeared, this time lounging in a relaxed position, holding another book. It was a pose she had seen him assume many times in the library on Alfheim. Another casual touch, and she was dragged into another vision.

Hiccup was lounging on a long, comfortable looking couch. It was made of a dark red wood and ornately carved, with intricate designs etched into the legs. The cushions were made of a leafy green silk and looked quite comfortable. It must have been expensive. Looking around, Astrid found herself in a room. Not just any room, but what appeared to be… Hiccup's room. It was large, several thousand feet of space. He had tall bookshelves filled to the brim with books whose titles Astrid had never heard of. A large map detailed all of the nine realms was hung on the wall. In the corner was desk with countless papers, detailed sketches, theories on magic, designs for weapons, littering its surface and stuck on the walls. It reminded Astrid of the room in the forge on Berk.

A large bed, which could easily sleep ten people, was on the far wall opposite the door. It was made in much the same fashion as the couch, and was decorated in colors of green, emerald, and silver. Behind where Hiccup was seated, on the wall, were countless weapons hanging. To the side was another large desk, upon which a large cauldron was brewing a bubbling black potion. Hiccup flipped to the next page of the book, his face contorted in concentration.

A knock at the door drew both Hiccup's and Astrid's attention. A beautiful elven woman walked in, carrying a tray with a pot of tea on it. She looked odd, though, different from normal elves. Her skin was a dark gray color, and the whites of her eyes were black. Her hair was snow white, although she looked to be young and in the prime of her life. Astrid realized that this woman was not an elf, but a dark elf. "Your tea, m-my god," the woman stuttered out as she placed the meal on a long table that was in front of the couch.

Hiccup didn't look up from his book but simply flicked his hand, dismissing the woman. Just as the woman was about to open the door, it opened again and a large, tall man walked in, bumping into the woman. Astrid recognized him at once. It was the same man she had seen in her first vision, crying above the dying not-Hiccup. Now that she had a better look at him, he seemed even more impressive. He had to be at least nine feet tall, perhaps even ten. She had underestimated the first time. He was broad shouldered and barrel chested, not a lick of fat on his entire body. He seemed to be wearing an armor of muscle. He was, without a doubt, the finest specimen of human physique she had seen. Long black hair ran down to his shoulders, and a well maintained beard obscured his face. His eyes, like last time, captivated Astrid. They were a fierce bestial yellow color, almost like a dragon, but not quite.

The woman stared wide eyed with fear at the man before he did something that made Astrid's eyes bulge. His right arm seemed to become… hairy. A thick black fur coated his right forearm, extending from his elbow to his hand. When the fur reached his hand, Astrid heard bones cracking as his hand was changed to the form of a paw. Where there had been five fingers, there were now five claws, each at least a foot long. With a casual swipe, he eviscerated the dark elf woman, sending a spray of blood back at Astrid.

Astrid was thankful that this was a vision and she didn't get drenched in gore. The man's arm reverted back to normal. "Hey, pup!" the man greeted cheerfully, as if he had not just killed some poor woman in cold blood.

Hiccup looked up from his book at the man, and then glanced over at the dead dark elf. "You know how much father hates when you kill the thralls, Fenrir!" Hiccup chided.

Astrid looked sick. _Fenrir? Fenrir as in the wolf who was prophesied to devour Odin at Ragnarok? _she thought to herself.

Fenrir pouted, something Astrid never thought she would see _him _do. "Relax, pup. I'll talk to father and clean up the mess. She looks tasty anyway," Fenrir said, smiling and revealing pointed pearly white teeth.

"And besides! We're supposed to be celebrating, why are you cooped up in here?" Fenrir said as he sat down on what she assumed was Hiccup's bed. The head of the bed lifted off the floor due to Fenrir's weight.

Hiccup sighed. "Brewing the poison that we'll use for our next mission, brother, remember?" Hiccup asked.

Fenrir looked sad at this. "Can't we do it without poison? I can't eat if they're all poisoned. They taste bad," the wolf said.

Hiccup rolled his eyes. "I am confident you'll find your own meals, as you always do when we go out on missions," he replied sarcastically.

Fenrir barked in laughter. "You know me too well, pup!" he exclaimed, "Come on, father wants us all upstairs for dinner! He has prepared a royal feast in celebration of you becoming a master of the Order!"

Hiccup smirked, marked the page he was on in his book, and stood. He flicked his hand, adjusting the fire that was boiling the poison in the cauldron before making for the door. Fenrir patted Hiccup on the back enthusiastically. Astrid was a little shocked to see that his hand was almost as large as Hiccup's back was wide.

Astrid spared one last glance at the dead dark elf and followed Hiccup and Fenrir out of the room and into the hallway. "Remember! I want her gone and the floor cleaned when I get back. Put the body in Fenrir's room. If I find one drop of blood, you'll join her," she heard Hiccup yell. A moment later, two more dark elves rushed passed her and into Hiccup's room.

Astrid jogged to catch up with Hiccup and Fenrir. She heard the wolf bark in laughter again. "You have a way with the thralls, pup! A natural born ruler," Fenrir said.

Hiccup chuckled. "So do you. Your way just ends up with them in your belly. You'll be the most feared king all the realms," he replied. Fenrir chuckled at that as they came to a stop next to two large wooden doors.

Astrid quickly stepped inside after them. A long table, which must have been a hundred feet long, took up the center of the room. It was made of solid gold and adorned with emeralds. It would have made the dwarves quite jealous, Astrid thought. Despite the enormity of the table, only five people were seated. At the head of the table was, of course, Loki, who was drinking from a glass of wine. At the far end of the table was a woman who Astrid couldn't see properly. In the middle was a man Astrid didn't recognize. He looked plain, with short black hair and vibrant green eyes, not at all like the emerald color that Hiccup and Loki possessed.

Hiccup and Fenrir sat opposite of each other at the table, some feet away from Loki. "Ah, Vrangr, I had begun to think you weren't hungry," Loki said politely.

Fenrir laughed. "He was busy preparing for our next mission. You know how he gets when he's lost in his books," the wolf stated.

Loki chuckled. "Yes, quite like me in that regard I am afraid," he commented. "A toast, to Vrangr, for proving to the senile old fools of the Order that he is the most powerful of them all!"

The four occupants of the table applauded and Hiccup blushed. Astrid watched as more thralls brought out food. In the end, the entire table was covered. All one hundred feet of it. Astrid felt the vision begin to fade, but she struggled to hold onto it to no avail.

Astrid opened her eyes and found herself in the Realm Eternal with a thundering headache. It felt like she had just taken a blast from a Thunderdrum. Astrid knew that she had spent too much time in the afterlife and was approaching her limit. Rather than risking her soul, she wisely decided to leave. She could always try again tomorrow night.

Astrid opened her eyes, staring at the ceiling of her room. She couldn't see any light outside, and assumed it was still sometime in the dead of night. She could, however, tell that several hours had passed since her body ached from laying still for so long.

Sighing deeply, Astrid got up. She wouldn't be able to sleep tonight, again. Maybe she would skip the visions tomorrow night, just to get some rest. _"What did you see, hatchling?"_ Stormfly asked, sensing her rider returning from to consciousness. Astrid passed her the memories of the visions.

"_Interesting, interesting…"_ Stormfly cooed, _"yet it proves nothing. Yes, he cared little for that dark elf, but he was not cruel to them. I doubt he intended on carrying out the threats against the two who had to dispose of their brethren."_

Astrid nodded, more to convince herself than to agree with Stormfly. Astrid sighed again, stood, and fetched her gifts for Hiccup. Snoggletog morning was tomorrow, and she wanted to have his gifts ready in case they found a private moment with each other. Astrid pulled out a small table that was next to her bed and used it as a desk. She placed the ivory comb on it and began to chant spells. Spells to strengthen the comb, so it wouldn't break from the rigors of dragon riding. Spells to color it to the emerald color of Hiccup's eyes, which took several attempts to get right. She put several other enchantments on it as well, such as making the teeth of the comb unbreakable, as well as making them attract any specks of dirt. Astrid spent nearly an hour on the next enchantment, making the combo impart a pleasing pine smell to the hair that it brushed.

Satisfied with her work, Astrid moved the comb aside and set her family's journal on the desk next. The enchantment she wanted to weave was a piece of magic that did not exist, as far as she knew, and she assumed it didn't since if it did, every book would be written like that. She wanted to bewitch the journal to absorb the ink of whatever was written in it, and then fade to nothing. The writer could then speak to the journal, request to see what was written, and the journal would provide it.

It was rather ingenious, if it worked, and then Hiccup wouldn't have to carry around several tens of pounds of books with him whenever he travelled. Astrid smirked and concentrated on forming the spell. Nearly five hours later, she succeeded.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid had fallen asleep, her head resting on the desk with the finished journal being used as a pillow, when her mother burst into the room. Astrid snapped to attention, knocking over the desk, and drawing one of her throwing axes and aiming at the door. Hiccup's training was nothing if not effective. "Mother!" Astrid hissed, lowering her axe, "what <em>are<em> you doing?"

"It's Snoggletog! Why wouldn't I come and wake up my daughter!" Ingrid exclaimed before pulling Astrid into a hug.

"Maybe because you almost just caught my throwing axe with your skull," Astrid said as she returned her mother's hug.

Ingrid smiled as she saw the journal. "Is that for Hiccup?" she asked knowingly.

Astrid blushed. "I don't know what you're talking about," she answered evenly.

Ingrid smirked. "Don't lie to me, daughter, I'm not blind. I see the looks you two give each other. Tell me every little detail," Astrid's mother said, sitting down on the bed.

Astrid sighed, sat down, and blushed again. "Alright, fine. We do have something going on," Astrid said, a little excited to be having such a familiar conversation with her mother. They often talked about boys before Astrid left, although back then it was mostly about how stupid they were.

"More than master and apprentice?" Ingrid questioned, just to make sure, raising an eyebrow.

"Yes!" Astrid hissed. She knew her mother was just trying to get a rise out of her.

Ingrid grinned and hugged her daughter again. "I knew it! Your father owes me a ten gold coins," Ingrid said gleefully.

"You… you two bet on me!" Astrid exclaimed.

"Oh, of course dear. We placed our bets the moment you two left the island. I, of course, knew you and the Haddock boy would end up together. You two were smitten with each other the moment he came back, you just didn't know it at the time," Ingrid said proudly.

Astrid grumbled. "Don't be upset dear, come on, tell me everything. Should I expect grandchildren soon?" Ingrid asked.

"What! No!" Astrid screeched, her face bright red.

"Just asking," Ingrid said placatingly, "so, how did it happen?"

Astrid sighed, struggling to figure out a cover story. She opted to tell a half truth. "We were at a celebration on Alfheim dancing. We were all sort of inebriated and at the end of the night I told him how I felt and he told me he felt the same," Astrid said.

After all, it wasn't far from the truth. Thinking back, knowing what she did now, Stormfly was right. Hiccup had wanted to tell her he felt the same, she knew he did, but he couldn't. Because he was the adopted son of the greatest evil to plague the realms since Ymir. Astrid had to remind herself that she didn't know if Loki was evil. The stories were just that, stories. She had to find out for herself. That is why she was pushing herself beyond her limits in the Realm Eternal.

"Oh, how romantic! Your father is quite the dancer himself," Ingrid said excitedly, "when is the wedding?"

Astrid blanched. "Err, there… isn't one. Not yet, anyway," Astrid answered. She herself wasn't sure how to broach that topic with Hiccup. Sigrid's words caused her no small amount of stress. She had spent quite a bit of time, in secret, of course, researching elven marriage traditions.

Ingrid seemed to bristle at her answer. "Well, we'll have to work him over while he's here. After all, he is our son-in-law now!" her mother said.

"Come on then, breakfast is waiting. We can exchange gifts after we finish eating," Ingrid said, gesturing for Astrid to follow her.

The two women came to Hiccup's room. In much the similar fashion, Ingrid burst into the room loudly. She got the same reaction. Hiccup bolted upright in bed, flipped into a crouch, and had a bolt of emerald lightning crackling at his fingertips, all in under a second. Astrid smirked as Hiccup let out a long stream of curses in elvish. Ingrid just laughed. "Come on lad, breakfast is waiting," she said before turning and leaving. Astrid's eyes lingered on Hiccup a bit longer before she followed her mother downstairs.

Astrid sat down at the table, her gifts placed to the side. Her father, Bjorn, was already seated and sipping on hot tea. Hagen, Volf, and Olaf were all present as well, even Hagen's wife-to-be, Vigdis, was joining them. Astrid liked Vigdis and thought the two of them would be a good match. Hiccup came down a moment later, looking very tired, with two packages in his hands, which he set aside as well. Ingrid began placing a small feast on the table, consisting of berries, sweet rolls, and a large meat pie. The sweet rolls were quickly devoured, as treats were rare on Berk. Bjorn explained that Fisker was attempting to import more sugar, as he would make a hefty profit on it, but was unable to secure any shipments as of yet.

When the Hoffersons finished eating, Ingrid looked expectantly between Hiccup and Astrid, a devious smirk on her face. The looks did not go unnoticed by Hiccup. _Did… did you tell your mother about us?_ Hiccup asked through their soul bond, his tone slightly worried.

_I… might have... mentioned it. If anyone asks, you returned my feelings after I confessed to you in the woods. That's our story, and we're sticking to it, _Astrid said.

Hiccup groaned as he ate one of the berries. _Why? You know she will gossip the first chance she gets! We'll never hear the end of it until we leave, and then they'll gossip until we come back,_ he said, lamenting their fate.

Astrid seemed to stiffen, remembering that her mother was one of the village gossips. _I'll set her straight. She won't say a word,_ Astrid said, reassuring herself more than Hiccup.

"Well come on you two, I want to see what you've gotten for each other!" Ingrid said, gesturing for them to fetch the gifts they had brought down with them.

Astrid retrieved the comb and journal, while Hiccup got his two packages. They both blushed, seeing the entire family watching them. Astrid shook her head as her father reached into his pocket, withdrew ten gold coins, and passed them to her mother. _We should have died fighting the Nidhogg,_ Hiccup commented sarcastically. Astrid agreed at that moment.

Astrid presented her gifts to Hiccup, explaining each item's enchantments. Hiccup was fascinated with the journal and ran upstairs to fetch a quill before penning in some information. He watched with fascination as the ink disappeared, and then at his call, was summoned back. "This is amazing! Thank you," Hiccup said, sharing his feelings with Astrid through their soul bond. She could tell he was genuinely happy about the gifts he had received.

Hiccup's turn was next. He handed Astrid the first package, but kept the second. Astrid was curious, but opened her gift nonetheless. What she had received was several thick journals, all filled to the brim with writing in a language she didn't understand. At her lost look, Hiccup explained. "Since you're a Seer now, you should be able to learn the language of the birds. It's a mystical language, only capable of being spoken by Seers and, well, birds. If you ever give a prophecy, you'll need to know the language. It's also unique in that there are several spells you can learn that help enhance and focus your Sight. These are my personal journals on the language that I've compiled over the years. Since being a Seer is so rare, there really isn't much formal training, so it's mainly just what you can figure out for yourself," Hiccup said, explaining the journals.

The Hoffersons looked lost, but Astrid was excited. She loved how Hiccup always had something new she could learn, and it just so happened that it could help her with her current project. "This is incredible! You'll help me learn, right?" Astrid asked, letting her excitement pass to Hiccup through their soul bond.

Hiccup smiled, glad she liked the gift. "Of course," he answered immediately. It wasn't even a question.

Astrid flipped through the first journal, looking at all the strange characters that made up the language of the birds. She could feel the meaning behind each, but didn't know what they actually meant. She was drawn from her thoughts as Hiccup placed the second gift in front of her, on the table.

It was a leather bag, sealed with a drawstring. It looked well made, and was obviously meant as part of the gift. Astrid touched the drawstring and felt lightning arc up her arm. She raised an eyebrow in question to Hiccup, who gestured for her to keep going. Astrid opened the bag and gasped. Sitting inside was a very distinct rose colored fabric.

Astrid immediately stood and drew the tabard of the Order out. It was blank, but Astrid knew she could add her own crest at any time. "Congratulations," Hiccup said with a wide smile on his face.

All of Astrid's worries were forgotten as she tried on the tabard. The Hoffersons were thoroughly confused as Astrid attempted to explain what her second gift actually meant. She was a knight, officially.

The rest of the family exchanged their gifts after Astrid settled down. Hiccup had surprised Astrid by getting small things for the rest of her family. A set of knives that never dulled for Ingrid to cook with, farming tools that never broke for Bjorn, a set of riding leathers for Hagen, and a journal detailing the best way to tame a Zippleback for Volf and Olaf. Astrid knew the twins wanted to be riders too, and she knew that twins were historically riders of Zippleback dragons. He didn't have a gift for Vigdis, and neither did Astrid, for that matter, since neither knew she had joined the family. Astrid's fondness for the girl increased when she said it didn't matter. The true gift of Snoggletog was to be together, not what worldly belongings we received.

All in all, it was the best Snoggletog morning Hiccup and Astrid had ever had.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Hey guys! So I decided to take a break and bust out a chapter due to the false alarm yesterday. Sorry about that. For those that didn't catch the old chapter 21 (not this chapter) it was an experimental chapter that was in the style of a first person journal entry written by Hiccup. I was hesitant to publish the chapter, and warned everyone I may possible delete it based on feedback. Enough people agreed with me that the chapter didn't feel the writing style of HttK so I removed the chapter.

Anyway, _**more fanart! **_A special thanks to KeGzZ and her friend for the wonderful piece detailing the soul bond of Hiccup and Astrid. You can find it on my Tumblr account, which is linked on my profile. The artists have requested feedback on their work, so if you have a Tumblr account, go let them know how they did.

So, this chapter Astrid finally starts putting together the mystery that is Hiccup's past. We also saw the introduction of one of my personal favorite characters in this story, Fenrir. Loki's other children will make appearances as well throughout the story. Props to those who guessed that right a few chapters back.

We saw Astrid knighted at the end! She is no longer an apprentice, so like Hiccup and Agvior, she no longer has a master. For those of you who have forgotten the ranks, since it has been ages since they've been mentioned, they are: apprentice, knight, master, captain, commander, elder, grandmaster.

The language of the birds is a "real" language, as in its theorized to have existed in real life, that was said to be the language of wise men who could divine the future. There are many instances in Norse mythology of characters being able to speak to the birds, such as Odin, Dag the Wise, and Sigurd. In HttK, it is the language of the Seers. It is also why, at least partially, Hiccup's familiar spirit is the raven.

**I'm looking for a beta reader,** or perhaps someone who would just be willing to let me bounce ideas off them. If you'd like to volunteer, let me know.

As a reminder, _speech like this _indicates thoughts shared between Hiccup and Astrid. _"Speech like this" _indicates telepathic communication between riders and their dragons, or by other means.

As always, a special thanks to my awesome reviewers. I hope you guys enjoyed this chapter,

- Musica


	22. The Darkness Within - Part II

Hiccup and Astrid spent the next several hours with the Hofferson clan. They had nothing to do until the feast later that night, and the Hoffersons were more than eager to hear about Hiccup's and Astrid's adventures in more detail than they could explain in the Great Hall. Astrid explained the hierarchy of the Order and what each of the various ranks mean, and that the tabard she had received meant her official training was over. Hiccup made sure to point out to Astrid that the leather bag the tabard had came in was magical; it was enchanted to be larger inside than out, and was feather light no matter how much you put in the bag. It was also keyed to one person, Astrid in this case, and would not open for any other.

Volf and Olaf were busy flipping through the pages of the journal Hiccup had given them, and were asking him every question they had as it came to them. Hiccup was happy to oblige and told them as much about the species as he could, including some things even Astrid knew. Astrid, Hagen, and Vigdis talked about Berk and how it had changed in the last two years, including Hagen becoming one of the new generation of riders. Bjorn and Ingrid were happy to just watch their family, which now included two newcomers; Hiccup and Vigdis, talk away the afternoon.

A few hours passed noon, the entire village began moving towards the Great Hall in order to get a good seat. By the time the feast began, there would be more Vikings standing than sitting. It would also be nearly impossible to hear the singing and storytelling from the back of the hall. The Hoffersons were one of the few clans who didn't have to worry about getting to the hall early. Their family had a spot of honor reserved at the front of the hall, mainly because of Astrid, but it didn't hurt to have Hiccup as part of their family, unofficially of course.

Eventually it was decided they had spent enough time waiting around and made their way to the Great Hall. It did not go unnoticed by the villagers that Hiccup had chosen to spend the celebrations with the Hofferson clan instead of his own. The villagers cheered and gave Hiccup pats on the back as he passed, much to his chagrin. Astrid found the whole thing quite comical.

The Great Hall was packed to the brim with villagers already, and they parted as Hiccup and Astrid entered through the double doors, allowing them clear passage to the front of the hall. The Hofferson clan sat near the front, while Hiccup and Astrid moved to sit at the long table reserved for only Berk's most important members. They decided to sit near Gothi, Hiccup on the elder's left, Astrid on her right.

Stoick stood from the head of the table and announced the start of the feast. The cooks began bringing out platters piled high with food and set them on the many tables around the hall. The villagers quickly fetched their meal, while the cooks brought the long table their own plates. Vikings began to sing and play instruments as they separated into their own groups for the celebration. The first to begin the storytelling for the night was Bjorn, who told the tale of one of Fearless Finn's many adventures. Hiccup had cleared the man's name last time he was on Berk and since then he had become somewhat of a legend among the village.

Gobber was next, spinning a story of how he and Stoick had sailed to the coast of a country in the south-east in their youth and raided a settlement, sacking a church and stealing much of the gold within. A round of cheers went up as many of the older villagers remembered welcoming them home from the raid.

Gothi told the next tale, much to everyone's surprise. The elder's story retold the founding of Berk after Hamish the first sailed north from his homeland. He and his family and closest friends settled on the island, the best in the archipelago, and made their home. Over time, Berk grew to the village it was today. Many applauded the history of their home as she finished speaking.

Next a man sung one of the classic sagas, telling the tale of how Loki had managed to trick the god Hodr into slaying his brother, Baldr, with a spear made of mistletoe. Astrid was particularly tense during this tale, and couldn't help but cast quick glances in Hiccup's direction the entire time. He seemed to be bored. Astrid figured it might have been a little boring considering he knew the man himself.

Men and women stood to tell their favorite stories or sing songs throughout the night. Eventually the food stopped coming and the barrels of mead started rolling in. After about an hour, Hiccup had enough of the celebrations and silently made his way outside. Astrid followed behind him after a short time when she knew no one would see her leave.

Astrid found Hiccup on the crags overlooking the bay of Berk. The sun had long since set and Astrid found her way by starlight. Astrid walked up behind Hiccup and began to idly braid part of his unruly mane of auburn hair. Hiccup shook his head but didn't move to make her stop. "Happy Snoggletog," she whispered into his ear, finishing the braid, and placing a chaste kiss on his cheek.

Hiccup turned to face Astrid. "I love you," he whispered back, before their lips met to share a passionate kiss.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid blushed as she sneaked into her own home, Hiccup following right behind her. The both of them had gotten lost in their passion and spent the better part of two hours past midnight in each other's company. Astrid was sure her mother and father would be either furious or joyful. Probably the latter, based on their bet.<p>

The two of them wordlessly bid each other goodnight and returned to their respective rooms. The soul bond seemed appeased with their recent display of affection and made no complaint when they parted to sleep in separate beds like it usually did. It also meant that this was the first time Astrid would be able to get a good night's rest since she returned to Berk. Not that she would, mind you, but she could have. Astrid disrobed, collapsed onto her bed, kicked her boots off, and closed her eyes. Entering the Realm Eternal was as easy as willing it now, and she opened her eyes to once more see the endless white void all around her.

Willing another vision to happen, another not-Hiccup appeared in front of her from nothing. He was seated on the ground, legs crossed, eyes closed, with his hands resting in his lap. He appeared to be meditating, although Astrid knew that it was actually him training in his illusory world. Astrid sat down opposite him and reached out to hold hands, lacing her fingers with his. She felt the familiar pull of the vision and let it take her where it willed.

Hiccup sat in a large room. The room was fairly barren, except for the multitude of lit candles that surrounded the room and several golden braziers that were burning some kind of plant, filling the room with smoke. Opposite of Hiccup sat Loki, in a similar pose, staring intently at Hiccup. "You must focus, Vrangr," he instructed.

"I'm trying! It's a little hard to do what you're asking me considering you're the third person since the dawn of time to be able to see between the Veil!" Hiccup snapped back.

Loki sighed. "You are talented Vrangr, a true prodigy. I know you have it in you to be the fourth," he said. "Now, try again."

Hiccup breathed deeply and focused. Astrid could see the veins in his neck bulge as he tried hard to do… something. It was obviously not the illusory world he had showed her, that was certain. Astrid looked around the room, trying to discern what the purpose of this exercise was. It was some sort of training, she knew that.

Hiccup exhaled and then inhaled deeply once more, breathing in a large cloud of smoke from the braziers. Astrid could feel his magic bubbling up inside him, trying to do something. "It's like the moment before you cast an illusion, the world shimmers like it is made of water, and then becomes something else entirely. Focus on your hate, your anger, draw power from it. It will make the Veil clearer to you," Loki instructed, watching with rapt fascination.

Astrid's brows narrowed. _Some kind of illusion magic? What is the Veil?_ she thought to herself.

Astrid could feel Hiccup's anger boil up. The spark she saw in his eyes last time had grown, the flames stoked by Loki, until it was now a raging inferno. Astrid could feel the air burning as his magic made his emotions known. It was very similar, she realized, to the time on Alfheim when he had nearly killed the rider named Fill.

And then, the world changed. Astrid felt her stomach lurch as the very fabric of creation shimmered and danced. She watched, through Hiccup's eyes, as it faded and became incorporeal. What lay beyond it was something strange, some place strange. It played tricks on her mind. She could still see the room she was in, but it was like an illusion, not real. What she saw beyond was what seemed real. It was an exact copy of the room Astrid was in, but it was different. Astrid had a gut feeling that the room was… opposite, somehow, of where she was. It was fascinating.

As quickly as the magic came, it faded away once again. Hiccup collapsed to the ground, gasping for breath. Loki was at his side immediately, a happy grin on his face. "Excellent my son, I knew you could do it!" he exclaimed happily.

Hiccup wore a happy grin of his own. Astrid recognized the expression, it was the same she herself wore often. The smile of someone who has triumphed and mastered something new. "It will take time, but eventually, you will possess the same power I do. All the realms will tremble at our combined might," Loki proclaimed, gloating to himself about his son's newfound power.

Loki stood and helped Hiccup to his feet. Hiccup stumbled a bit, clearly exhausted, but was caught and held up by Loki. Hiccup gave him a wry smile, which Loki returned, as Loki pulled Hiccup's arm around his shoulder and helped him out of the room. It was a very fatherly gesture, Astrid noted.

The vision began to waver and fade. Astrid felt that she could have sustained the vision longer, but knew it had served its purpose and let it die. She was only barely conscious of returning to the Realm Eternal before she summoned forth a new vision and was instantly thrown into it.

Hiccup was standing in his room once more, stirring the cauldron with the black potion, which Astrid now knew to be poison. Astrid heard a loud crunch from behind her and turned around. She wished she hadn't, and what she saw she knew would haunt her until her dying breath. Seated on the ground was Fenrir, in his human form, holding in one hand what appeared to be the leg of a human. He was gnawing on an exposed thigh bone, bloody flesh hanging limply from the severed appendage. Astrid felt the distinct need to vomit but held it back and turned to focus on Hiccup, trying to force the image out of her mind.

Hiccup flicked his hand, extinguishing the fire under the cauldron, and the poison instantly stopped boiling. With another flick of his hand, Hiccup sent the contents of the cauldron flying into five small vials which he then placed in a small wooden box for safe keeping. She could see that it was enchanted to be unbreakable and unopenable by anyone other than Hiccup, if she was reading the runes etched into the box right.

Hiccup placed the box in a leather pouch that was hanging from his belt and turned around to look at Fenrir. Astrid dreaded looking herself. It seemed that while her back was turned, Fenrir had managed to consume most of the leg. He was down to the shin bone and lazily licking the flesh off in layers. Astrid felt her stomach churn but forced her body into submission. This vision was important, Astrid could just feel it.

Hiccup scowled. "Really brother, look at the mess you made!" he chided, pointing to the bloody floor.

Fenrir had the good sense to look sheepish. "Sorry, pup! I'll clean it up," he apologized.

Hiccup sighed, and with a flick of his hand, banished the gore from the floor. "Just be more careful next time," he said. Fenrir beamed at his brother and devoured the rest of the leg, which was now just the foot, in one bite.

Fenrir hopped to his feet with a bestial quickness that his body didn't look capable of performing. "All set then?" the wolf asked.

Hiccup nodded. Astrid felt the world whirl around her and the next thing she saw was Hiccup and Fenrir crouching on top of a large tree branch overlooking a massive glade. Astrid knew at once where they were; Alfheim. "You remember the plan, right, brother?" Hiccup asked skeptically.

"Of course, pup! Go down, make a commotion, get dinner. Easy!" Fenrir answered.

Hiccup sighed. "Right, and try to play with your food this time. I need the distraction to last at least ten minutes for me to get in and out. If you mess up, it will cost me my life," Hiccup instructed.

Fenrir grew serious at that. "Don't worry, pup. An alpha protects his own. You're part of the pack, I would slay every one of these things before allowing you to come to harm," the wolf said darkly.

Hiccup nodded and donned a large black cloak and a strange mask of golden metal which had two large, curved horns extending from the forehead. "Good hunting," Fenrir growled, before leaping down into the glade.

Astrid gasped both at the height that Fenrir jumped from, and the distance he covered. His leap easily cleared a thousand feet of distance. Fenrir landed in the middle of a group of at least ten elves, from what Astrid could see, before she heard the screams of terror and then the screams of the dying.

Hiccup turned and leapt from branch to branch, sticking to the shadows. Eventually, he came to the last tree in the glade and was a few hundred feet from the grand tree, Miotvior. He jumped down and landed lightly, rolling on the balls of his feet. Hiccup waited in the shadows as a large group of elven warriors, easily fifty strong, rushed out of one of the portals at the base of the tree and head towards the screaming. Astrid pitied them.

Hiccup darted through the portal before it could close and found himself in a large antechamber somewhere in the grand tree. He quickly found the door and walked through the halls with purpose, sticking to the shadows. After nearly five minutes of searching, Hiccup must've found what he was looking for, for he pushed open a door and entered a rather large kitchen. There were two elven women wearing large white aprons preparing a meal. They turned just in time to hear Hiccup begin whistling. Before either could react to the strange masked man, their eyes glazed over and became unseeing. Astrid realized they had fallen into an illusion, a trance to keep them occupied.

Astrid watched as Hiccup withdrew the wooden box and the vials of poison within. He darted around the room, emptying the vials into anything edible. His task complete, Hiccup retreated to a shadowy corner of the room and cast a spell that would make him nearly invisible for a short period of time. Astrid knew it wasn't true invisibility, but it made the image of whatever was behind the caster appear in front of them, over their body. It gave the illusion of invisibility. If one looked close enough, they would be able to tell someone was there.

Hiccup whistled again, dispelling the illusion on the two cooks. The cooks shook their heads, looked around, and went back to their business. The two of them gathered three trays of food and placed them on a cart before leaving the kitchen, unaware of the poison.

Hiccup dispelled the invisibility and left the kitchen, stalking the cooks as they made their way through the halls. Eventually they came to two large doors. One of the cooks pushed the doors open while the other pushed the cart of food in. Astrid looked between the cooks and Hiccup, wondering what he would do next.

In his usual Hiccup fashion, he surprised her. Astrid's eyes bulged as Hiccup walked towards the wall and simply walked into it. Astrid was shocked. She didn't know of any magic that could be used to cause intangibility. It was possible, of course, but the sheer magic needed would kill anyone. Astrid, being in a vision, simply walked through the doors of the room and looked around. She could feel Hiccup's presence in the room, but couldn't see him.

Astrid saw the two cooks serve the meals to the occupants of a large table in the center of the room. With a shock, Astrid realized she knew the people. Queen Zophiel and Auriel sat opposite of each other at the table, with an elven man at the head of the table who Astrid had never met. "Tonight we have a delicious pasta topped with truffles, your highnesses," one of the cooks announced, placing three bowls of the pasta in front of the elven royal family.

Astrid's heart thundered in her chest at what she feared was to happen. The elven man smiled and thanks the cooks, who left and returned to the kitchen. The elven man took a large forkful of the pasta and hummed at the taste. "How is it, father? I helped pick the truffles myself!" Auriel said proudly, watching for her father's reaction. Astrid gasped. _Auriel's father! _

"It is delicious my dear, you picked fine specimens," Auriel's father said cheerfully. Before either Auriel or Zophiel could try their pastas, an elven warrior burst into the room.

"Your highness! We're under attack! Reports say that a large wolf is hunting people down in the surrounding woods. The scouts believe it to be Fenrir," the warrior reported, standing at attention.

The king's expression grew serious as he stood and made his way for the doors. Before he could get three steps away from his chair, he fell over, dead.

Astrid was horrified as she watch Auriel and Zophiel rush to the man's side. She felt Hiccup's presence leave the room. The world whirled again and Astrid found herself standing in a clearing. In the middle, coated in gore, was Fenrir, licking his hands clean of blood. Next to him was Hiccup, still masked. "How did it go, pup?" Fenrir asked cheerfully.

Hiccup growled. "One out of three, but at least it was the king who died. Father will be pleased," Hiccup answered.

Fenrir and Hiccup turned to leave but were stopped as an elf leapt from the bushes near where Astrid was standing and surged forward towards Hiccup. The elf drew his sword and swung in the same motion, intending to cleave Hiccup in two at the waist. Hiccup looked surprised and was unable to dodge or block. Astrid watched as the sword cut deep into the flesh just below Hiccup's ribs before… passing through him, leaving him unharmed. The sword was coated in a thick black smoke as it exited from the other side. Hiccup's surprise was nothing compared to the surprise of the elf. The warrior only had a moment before Fenrir cut him down, cutting his body into three equal pieces with a swipe of his claws.

"Careful, pup," Fenrir said. Hiccup smirked and shook his head in disbelief. Astrid felt the vision end and gladly let it go. _Hiccup had killed Auriel's father on Loki's orders!_

Astrid fell to her knees as she reappeared in the Realm Eternal, shocked by what Hiccup had done. It took her nearly thirty minutes to compose herself before she willed another vision to life, scared of what she would find.

The next not-Hiccup was standing straight, his hands held respectfully behind his back as he walked. He looked to be taking a casual stroll. Astrid reluctantly touched her beloved's shoulder and was drawn into the vision.

Hiccup was walking down a familiar looking hall, made of the same dark gray stone she had seen in what Astrid assumed was Loki's… home? Base of operations? Wherever the snakes came to lay their heads. There were runes etched into the middle of the floor, glowing a light blue color that illuminated the path.

In front of Hiccup was Loki, leading him deeper and deeper into wherever they were. Astrid could feel the floor getting steeper as they continued to walk for what seemed like thirty minutes. At last, they came to a door and Loki turned around. "You asked… why I didn't go back? Why I didn't try to convince Asgard that I was good? Truthfully… I did," Loki said sadly, his voice tense with emotion.

"I did go back. I didn't want to be the evil that they said I am, I tried to prove I was one of them. No one believed. No one but her. When I came back to Asgard after killing Baldr, I tried explaining to Odin why I did what I did. I tried explaining that I only ever wanted to make him proud. He was my father, the only father I had ever known. My family. I loved him, and he couldn't stand the sight of me. No, the only person who cared about me on Asgard was… _Sigyn,_" Loki explained, saying the last word with such love that Astrid could tell what the emotion in his voice was immediately. It was strange to think that Loki was capable of loving anything, let alone someone.

"Sigyn and I grew up together. When the other children tormented me, she was always there to pick me back up again. She was the light that kept the darkness at bay. When I returned to Asgard, she was the only one who believed that I had truly tried to break the prophecy, she was the only one convinced that I had good in me. An entire world of people and none would speak for their prince, save one," Loki said, continuing with the story.

"And then, she got her just desserts for helping the great evil that I am," Loki spat, turning and waving his hand. The door that they had been standing in front of glowed blue with runes before parting and allowing them entrance. Astrid followed Hiccup inside after Loki.

The room they entered was large, but plain. The only feature of the room was a large glass cylinder in the center of the room that ran from the floor to the ceiling. Inside, floating in a liquid, was a beautiful woman. She was tall and well built with the body of a warrior, like Astrid herself. She had long, flowing blonde hair that ran to her shoulderblades. Her lips were a rosy color that made even Astrid's eyes linger for a moment. Astrid had the decency to blush, as the woman was naked. She saw Hiccup do the same, as he averted his eyes for her privacy.

"For believing in me, they cursed her," Loki choked out. "I do not know what they did, but it is slowly killing her. I escaped Asgard and have been trying to heal her ever since. No magic can heal her, for the curse has changed the very nature of her body. It is why I dabble in human experimentation so. Jormungandr, Fenrir, Narfi, Hel, Vali… all my children, products of creation, born in a laboratory. All products of my quest to save Sigyn."

Astrid examined the woman closer, ignoring her rather voluptuous figure. She could see where the normal blue of the veins was now a pure black color. The flash of the affected areas were gray and lifeless looking. "I will destroy them all for what they have done to her…" Loki cursed quietly, but clearly audible in the room Hiccup and Astrid were in.

After a few minutes of silence, Hiccup finally spoke. "Why are you telling me all this? If you haven't told the others… why me?" he asked quietly.

Astrid realized Loki had been silently crying, as the voice he answered in was raw with emotion. He laughed a little at the question. "Sigyn would have liked you. If we had the good fortune to have had a son… I think he would have been very much like you. Perhaps it is selfish of me to think of you as my own after all these years, but I cannot help it," Loki answered.

It was another few minutes before Hiccup spoke again, both men staring at the sleeping face of Sigyn. "We'll find a way to cure her, father, I swear it," Hiccup swore quietly.

Loki turned to face Hiccup and embraced him. Astrid felt tears fall down her cheeks at the sight. Hiccup and Loki were doing their best to keep the tears at bay but were failing. It was a heartbreaking sight. The vision wavered and Astrid let it go, eager to be separated from the heartbreak.

Astrid took another break to compose herself. She didn't know how many more visions she could take. She had to remind herself that this was all for Hiccup. She could endure any pain if it meant she could spare him the smallest of misfortunes. With a steadying breath, Astrid willed another vision to life.

Another not-Hiccup appeared. He had his right arm extended with his fingers splayed. Walking over, Astrid gingerly touched the not-Hiccup and let herself be pulled into the vision.

Astrid found herself standing in a small, dark room. It was pitch black, with no light at all. She couldn't see anything. After a moment, a door opened in front of her, allowing light to spill inside. Loki walked in, with Hiccup in tow behind him.

Looking around, the room Astrid found herself in was revealed to be a small cell made of stone. In the center of the room was a man strapped to a metal table, wearing no clothes. He had a gag in his mouth that prevented him from speaking but Astrid could hear the prisoner whimpering in fear. Suddenly, with a flick of his hand, Loki caused four spheres of emerald light to appear in the corners of the room, illuminating the cell.

Hiccup shut the door behind him as he walked. Astrid could hear the click of the locks as he sealed the door. Hiccup himself was young. He couldn't have been more than eighteen, and his ears were barely pointed. It couldn't have been too long since he came to the realms. Loki tsked several times before speaking. "Oblauor, my friend, so good to see you," he said cheerfully. Astrid winced. She could tell Loki was most definitely not happy to see the prisoner, whoever Oblauor was.

Oblauor's whimpering increased at Loki's voice and tremors wracked his body. "Now, now, I believe you have something to tell me," he said, before flicking his hand and undoing the gag.

"P-please, M-master, spare… m-me," the prisoner whimpered, too scared to speak straight. Astrid thought he might soil himself.

Loki smirked and walked beside the table before conjuring a fine chair with a plush cushion to sit on. Hiccup remained standing at the door, watching carefully. "What would I ever have to forgive you for, my dear thrall?" he asked coldly.

"I-I… I didn't w-want to do it! T-they made m-me!" Oblauor stuttered out.

"Really? I have it on good authority you sold me out quite readily when the Allfather offered to pardon your crimes and protect you," Loki said darkly.

The prisoner could only whimper in fear at that. "No, fear not, my thrall. I am not here for you, your fate has already been decided for you. I do not permit failure or betrayal. You were loyal and driven, I gave you everything you needed to continue your art when you were branded an apostate and you spat in my face. For that, your fate is sealed. No, the only thing left to be decided is how horrific your death shall be," Loki said in sheer delight.

Astrid watched and listened closely, committing every detail of the vision to memory. Whatever this was, she felt it was important. Loki's tone sent shivers down Astrid's spine. She could feel the malice behind his words.

Oblauor began to sob and whimper. "I'd like you meet someone, thrall. This is my son, Vrangr," Loki said, gesturing to Hiccup.

The prisoner's eyes bulged at the man's words. "N-no, t-that cannot b-be…" he stuttered in pure horror. Hiccup stared down at the prisoner blankly.

"Oh, don't be so dramatic. Of all my children, he is the most normal. He is also the most talented. In fact, if I didn't know any better, I would have thought him my blood," Loki said with a smile.

"However, he still needs much training. He is young and his shoulders do not know the burden of taking a life. You, my good thrall, are going to help with that. A fitting punishment. Even despite betraying our cause, you still help us with your dying breath. A poetic ending," Loki chuckled.

Astrid blanched at Loki's words. He was going to make Hiccup kill this man.

"P-please, M-master, m-my god, please... " Oblauor whispered, begging for his life desperately.

"Vrangr, if you would, please," Loki said, gesturing for Hiccup to step forward next to the prisoner.

"How far along are you in your studies?" Loki asked.

Hiccup thought for a moment before answering. "Page 798," he answered.

"Good, good. You found my book helpful then, yes?" he asked again.

"It was most enlightening," Hiccup confirmed, nodding his head.

"Prove it," Loki said with glee. Hiccup gave his father a raised eyebrow in questioning, which was returned with a single, slight nod.

Hiccup walked closer to the metal bed of the prisoner. Oblauor weeped openly and started beggining Hiccup for his life. Astrid watched as Hiccup steeled himself and raised his hand, splaying the fingers over the man's chest. _"Ek Kosta!"_ he hissed.

Astrid gasped in horror as the man convulsed and screamed in pain. His screams were so loud that they made his throat raw from his misery. The prisoner fought against his bonds, struggling against the magically enchanted chains that trapped him to the metal bed. Astrid covered her mouth with her hands as the prisoner began to bleed profusely from his eyes, ears, and nose. His wrists and ankles were raw and bleeding as well from his struggles.

Astrid cried out as the prisoner bit down on his tongue, causing him to cough up blood. From beside where Astrid stood, Loki smiled in unadulterated glee. The Kosta curse burned from Hiccup's hand through Oblauor's body and yet the man still screamed in agony. Astrid wondered why he hadn't passed out from the pain but noticed that the chains had been enchanted to keep him conscious. Astrid's horror increased doubly as the man's eyeballs burst and a clear jelly fluid mixed with blood poured from his sockets. His screams grew so loud that the prisoner's vocal cords must have been destroyed, for his mouth was open, but silent.

Hiccup held the spell for a few more moments before Oblauor stilled and lay limp on the table. Hiccup gave Loki a questioning look, who responded by nodding once more. Hiccup retracted his hand, the blood-red aura of the Kosta curse instantly dissipating, leaving him unharmed.

Loki stood, dismissed his chair, and patted Hiccup on the back before turning and leaving the cell behind. Astrid vomited and the vision came crashing down around her. Tremors wracked her body as she tried to get herself under control once more. Astrid knew the Kosta curse tore arcane energy from a person's magical core, and could extract the entire core if held for long enough, but actually _seeing_ it was another matter entirely. She knew that this was why Hiccup had warned her in their tree house on Alfheim.

It took almost an hour for Astrid to calm herself. Strangely she felt no side effects from being in the Realm Eternal for so long but Astrid knew that she was approaching her limit. She would view one more vision, just one more, and then be done for the night. Astrid feared what she would see next. Steeling herself as best she could, Astrid threw herself into another vision.

She found Hiccup walking purposely through the castle he was in. It didn't take him long before he found a set of double doors. He knocked once and then immediately entered, not bothering to wait for the reply. Astrid found herself in a medium sized room which appeared to be a study. At the fore was a large desk with Loki sitting behind it.

"You called, father?" Hiccup asked questioningly.

"Indeed," Loki said, never looking up from the scroll he was writing on. "I have a mission for you. One that only you can complete, one that I would only trust with you."

Hiccup remained silent, waiting for his orders. "You are a member of the Order, yes, but you are not part of the inner circle. They call you their comrade, but they do not trust you. No, they are beginning to suspect you I fear. Agvior may be old but he is not blind, and despite your best efforts, he is seeing through the mask you wear. He can see that you are more powerful than you should be for how long you have trained. He sees you hiding your full strength, he just does not know why," Loki explained.

"I wish for you to earn their trust, to join their inner circle. For that… you must give them something, you must give them _us_," Loki said, letting the last word hang in the air. "You will turn over the location of our home and ask to be part of the raid when the Order comes. You can explain your sudden increase in power due to your desire to get revenge on me for besting you when we first met. Once you are part of their inner circle, you may not contact us again."

Hiccup looked shocked that he was being essentially excommunicated. "I will stay in contact with you, either by way of Narfi or Vali, to relay orders from time to time. When you have no orders to follow, do what you judge necessary to advance our ambitions. Your mission shall end when either you are discovered or I have better use for you elsewhere," Loki finished.

Astrid examined Hiccup's expression closely. He looked torn between the desire to obey and the desire to stay. Astrid could tell he liked the home he had made and was not willing to part with it so easily. "And how shall I relay information to you?" Hiccup asked, regaining his composure.

Loki grinned and whistled shrilly. A small green Terror flew into the study and landed on the desk. "You may use this Terror, call him what you will," Loki said, waving his hand dismissively. It was clear to Astrid that he had little use for dragons. Few did, except for riders.

Hiccup extended his hand and the Terror happily jumped up to roost. Hiccup scratched the dragon's chin eliciting happy purring. "Sharpshot," Hiccup said decisively. The Terror seemed to like the name.

Loki opened a drawer in the desk and pulled out a small wooden box before sliding it across the desk to Hiccup. Hiccup opened the box and inside was an ornate black ring of a serpent eating its tail with two emerald eyes. Astrid recognized it at once. She glanced quickly from the box to both of Hiccup's hands, looking for the ring she knew would be there. She found nothing. "This ring is enchanted and will act as a beacon in case of an emergency. There is little more that I could add to it without drawing suspicion, but you should enchant it further. It will not break unless under a considerable amount of arcane energy strains it," Loki explained.

Astrid watched as Hiccup's face lit up at the gift before his eyes darted to Loki's right hand and his ring finger. Astrid followed his eyes and found herself looking at the same ring, only it was different. This ring emanated power in waves and Astrid wondered how she hadn't noticed it before. The look did not go unnoticed by Loki. "I know you have little use for jewellery, as do I, but I do find the design appealing," he admitted. Hiccup just nodded in agreement.

Hiccup, seeing that Loki had no further orders, turned and left the room with Sharpshot on his shoulder. When he reached for the handle of the door, Loki spoke again. "Stay safe, my son," he said ever so quietly, barely audible, but loud enough to beard. Hiccup said nothing and continued out the door and the vision faded.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling of her room, as she had done every time she had awoken from her visions. It was late in the morn and Astrid could see rays of light piercing the gaps between planks of her home's walls. She had overslept. It had to be close to noon, why had nobody woken her up?<p>

Astrid tilted her head to look around her room and found out why. Hiccup was slouched over, seated in a chair in the corner of her room, clearly asleep. Astrid noticed that he had kept the braid she had put in his hair late last night. It was rather charming, she thought. She would have to put more in later.

Seeing his face brought back the memories of what she had seen. Astrid felt Stormfly nudge at her mind and she passed the memories of the visions to her willingly. Stormfly was at a loss for words, for once, which Astrid found ironic considering all the sagely advice her dragon had given her in the past.

"Hatchling…" Stormfly cooed soothingly, trying to give her rider some small measure of comfort. The tears Astrid had held back started to flow freely, but silently.

"_I know why, now,"_ Astrid said sadly as she observed Hiccup's sleeping face. _"It wasn't hate or the desire for vengeance. Well, it was, in the beginning. But it changed. Hiccup… grew to love Loki, and I think… Loki grew to love him. They were to each other what neither could ever have; Hiccup a father, Loki a son."_

Astrid could hear Stormfly's thoughts humming. _"Yes, hatchling… I think you are right,"_ she agreed sadly.

Astrid simply laid in bed, content to watch Hiccup sleep. Thirty minutes later, her body reminded her she needed to eat with a loud rumble. Astrid quietly kicked off the furs she was sleeping under and got dressed, thankful Hiccup was asleep since she was only wearing her undergarments at the moment. Not that she would have minded, but it would be a little embarrassing the first time.

Astrid smirked as she pulled her pants up and fastened the drawstring. She padded over to Hiccup as quietly as she could, bent down, and woke him up with a chaste kiss. She got the reaction she wanted.

Hiccup awoke with a jolt, startled, and Astrid felt the buzz of magic as Hiccup prepared to defend himself on instinct. The soul bond, more than his mind, realized it was just Astrid and returned her affections. Astrid smiled into the kiss before pulling back, leaving Hiccup with a lost look on his face which caused her to break down into fits of giggling. She never got tired of that expression.

"Real mature," Hiccup said sarcastically, catching her mirth through their soul bond.

"What are you doing in my room?" Astrid asked, curious but not against the idea.

"Your mother asked me to wake you up, but you were having a vision and looked peaceful so I just waited. I guess I fell asleep," Hiccup said sheepishly. Astrid stiffened as she realized he knew she was having visions. Before any of her thoughts could leak out, she shut them down. She wasn't prepared to confront Hiccup just yet.

"Well, let's go see what the village is up to, shall we?" Astrid asked cheerfully, trying her best to sound normal.

Astrid slipped on her boots and joined Hiccup as they quickly descended the stairs, grabbing some snacks from the kitchen, and headed out into the village proper. As expected, villagers were still passed out in various states of drunkenness from last night's drinking. Figuring it would be best to get a real meal, the two of them headed for the Great Hall.

There were a great many villagers who simply had fallen asleep in a drunken stupor and had not bothered to move nor find a proper place to rest. As such, there were precious few tables not occupied by sleeping bodies or covered in leftover food and alcohol. Astrid might have eaten at one of the tables, but she knew Hiccup would not. He was very cleanly. It was one of the traits she admired in him that set him apart from his peers.

With a wave of his hand Hiccup transfigured two broken tables into a new, undamaged one and two chairs. Astrid gingerly sat down, making sure the transfiguration had set in, before putting her full weight down. Hiccup's magic always worked, she found. Alva, Fishleg's mother, hustled over to them with two plates of fresh fish soup.

Astrid debated asking for something more Hiccup's taste, but before she could make up her mind, he took a large spoonful of the soup. It shocked Astrid for a moment. She hadn't seen him eat something outside of the traditional elven diet since he had returned. For some reason, that felt like a lie. Astrid's brows narrowed as she tried to remember where she had seen him eating meat. A moment later, it came to her. The vision, the feast Loki through in honor of Hiccup being promoted to master. Her mind made the connection between the two instantly. Hiccup had adapted the diet only to fit in more with the Order, as per his orders from the last vision. He was nothing if not dedicated.

Astrid quickly recovered and made no mention of it, instead taking a spoonful of her own soup, which was surprisingly delicious. A moment later, their lunch was interrupted as a small songbird landed on the table. It hopped over to Hiccup without fear and chirped at him. Hiccup returned the chirp and gave the bird a small chunk of fish. The bird hungrily devoured the fish before beginning to chirp and sing to Hiccup.

Astrid realized with a start that this was the language of the birds, the language of Seers, and listened with rapt attention. A few minutes later, the bird chirped again, taking another chunk of fish, and flew off. Hiccup sighed. "What's wrong?" Astrid asked, feeling that something was off.

"I asked some birds to scout out north for us, to see if there was anything unusual going on. There is. The Rider in the North has apparently gone on a journey to an island to heal an injured dragon. This is the best chance we'll have at catching him unawares without his army to back him up, we need to hurry. It's a good two days flight from here," Hiccup explained, downing the rest of his soup in one gulp and standing. Astrid did the same and jogged after him.

Toothless and Stormfly met them outside the doors of the Great Hall. Villagers watched as Hiccup and Astrid quickly donned their armor, and to Astrid's great pleasure, their tabards. Astrid spared a quick glance at Hiccup and found him as dashing as ever. They made a good looking pair, especially with the matching tabards. They quickly mounted and were in the sky in seconds.

The wards that kept the wind and cold at bay activated on their own, keeping Hiccup and Astrid comfortable despite the blistering speeds and altitude they were travelling at. Hiccup passed the location of the island the Rider in the North was supposedly on through their soul bond to Astrid. The birds had said that the injured dragon had a shattered wing and would require several days of care to be healed. Personally, Astrid thought that if this person was helping a dragon they couldn't be all that bad. But then again, no one with good intentions had an army of dragons at their beck and call either.

Astrid could feel the familiar excitement that bubbled up inside her before every fight. It was the same way when they travelled to the nest, the same way before they infiltrated the stronghold on Nidavellir, the same way during the battle of Hvergelmir. She had to focus on something else or she would go mad. So, Astrid decided to work on how she planned to confront Hiccup. She knew the reasons why he joined Loki, more or less, now she just needed to figure out… why. Why did he do all those terrible things. Why did he sit back and let Loki do all those terrible things? She had to know.

Astrid didn't think Hiccup was evil, far from it. She knew he had a heart and cared for others. She also knew that no one truly evil could feel love, and she knew Hiccup loved her dearly. No, there had to be a reason. Astrid spent the better part of the next ten hours theorizing how and why Hiccup had stayed with Loki despite all the atrocities they had committed or were suspected of committing. She only realized it was well into the night when Hiccup guided them down towards a small island for the night. There was no need to rush their flight north. All that would accomplish was getting to the fight sleep deprived and exhausted from days of riding. If it came to a fight, and the Rider in the North was indeed a bonded rider, they _could_ lose.

Not that Astrid thought they would. Hiccup was the strongest person she knew, and if Astrid was honest with herself, she wasn't a half bad warrior either. No, it was unlikely anyone could match them when they outnumbered their opponent two-to-one. Hiccup started a fire with a small amount of twigs. He had casted wards to keep the wind and cold out, seeing as it was the middle of December. Their dragons would keep them protected from the elements more than any shelter.

Astrid sat down opposite of Hiccup, staring into the fire, watching the flames dance. It was then that she made up her mind. Hiccup loved her and she loved Hiccup, and nothing was going to change that. Not even Loki. "Hiccup?" Astrid asked, drawing Hiccup from his own thoughts.

"Yes?" he answered.

"_**I know,"**_ Astrid said, allowing her knowledge to pass through their soul bond.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Hey guys, another chapter! I actually had most of this chapter written because I had a lot of ideas for visions and wrote them out beforehand. So that is why you're getting a new chapter so fast!

**I got a lot of people asking to beta for me** and I just wanted to let everyone know that I'll choose after finals are done and I've moved out for the term. Most likely I'll ask for everyone to re-volunteer, if you really want to beta, after the next chapter is posted.

One thing to note about these visions Astrid is having is that they are not in order. They jump around and deal with Hiccup at various stages in his relationship with Loki. Just keep that in mind. I may or may not have Astrid continue looking into Hiccup's past, but if I do, you guys are free to submit requests for what you'd like to see.

Hiccup's second talent, other than illusion magic, was hinted at in this chapter. If anyone would like to submit suggestions for it, or guess what it is, or submit suggestions for his _third_ talent (I think he could probably swing it) let me know. **I have ideas about Astrid's second talent, but I'm really looked for suggestions for her.** Remember that talents start out broad and gradually focus in scope. So, for example, someone with a first talent in fire magic may find that their second talent is in the manipulation of heat. Their nth talent may be in the manipulation of entropy.

One common theme I touch on is that good and evil are merely matters of perspective. Everyone in a war believes that their side is the right side. It's hard to see the forest for the trees. Keep that in mind. Both sides have done a lot of despicable things, and I hope that by the end of this story that you guys will be equally split in which side you want to win.

Oblauor - "cowardice."

Vigdis - "battle, strife."

**As always, a big thank you to all my reviewers. You guys are awesome and inspire me to write more chapters. Thanks for reading!**

- Musica


	23. The Light Shines Brighter in the Dark

Hiccup was lost in his thoughts as he stared at the dancing flames of the campfire in front of him. His mind was going over every possibility, every scenario, and every detail of their confrontation with the mysterious 'Rider in the North'. Despite his tumultuous thoughts, his emotions were calm. It was something his father had taught him early in his re-education. To conquer your enemies, you must first conquer yourself.

Hiccup heard Astrid say his name and he replied absentmindedly. Hiccup smiled as he felt a rush of memories fly through his mind at the thought of his father. He had been gone quite some time. How was he handling all the incompetent allies he had? Who was keeping Fenrir in line and his appetite at bay? Who made sure Narfi was comfortable in his own skin? Who assured Hel that she was, in fact, beautiful and had friends and a family? Who kept Vali from forgetting he was a human, and not one of the many beasts he could transform into?

No one. That was Hiccup's role in the family. He was the binding that held them together. Hiccup had seen how the family held itself together before he arrived. It wasn't good. Hiccup had been reluctant to leave because he knew that things would go back to the way they were before without his constant micromanagement.

Hiccup sighed deeply as he felt a river of memories flood through his mind unbidden. Strange, he thought, he never got so lost in reminiscing before. He was always sharp. Shaking his head, Hiccup returned his gaze to the fire. It was then that he noticed something was wrong. He felt an unease in the soul bond. His body was trembling and he could feel his gut churn in fear. Hiccup snapped his head to attention and looked around, fearing that they were under attack, but saw no one.

Astrid was sitting across from him on the opposite side of the campfire, gazing intently at him. Her eyes held a multitude of emotions; love, curiosity, stress, and fear, to name a few. Astrid was scared. Why? Hiccup wouldn't stand for that. For some reason his body's trembles increase twofold and his stomach threatened to retch violently. "Astrid, what's wrong?" Hiccup asked, his voice cracking unbidden.

Astrid gave him a sad, but understanding, look. Strange. Hiccup felt Astrid through their soul bond, trying to get a better understanding of the situation. Something had obviously happened while he had been lost in his thoughts. He was sure that nothing about his family had leaked over to her, he had become quite proficient at keeping his mind his own despite the soul bond. He was like his father in that regard, better with mind and magic than sword. Hiccup felt Astrid pass him some knowledge through the soul bond.

Hiccup's eyes widened and his breathing stopped, completely, as he beheld the message passed to him. _"I know,"_ she said. He could see the knowledge behind those words, see the visions, see the memories.

_No! No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no…_ Hiccup's mind raced. How could this have happened! The trembling increased more. Hiccup didn't think he would be able to stand with how weak his knees felt. No, he would probably collapse if he made to stand up. He could feel his stomach drop and a lump form in his throat. His worst fears had come true. Astrid would hate him. The small happiness he had found in his life, gone.

Hiccup didn't know how long he had been staring at Astrid, because it felt like an eternity. When he finally found himself in control of his thoughts again, he was surprised to find tears on his cheeks. Astrid gave him another sad look.

"I…" Hiccup tried speaking, his voice hoarse and emotional, but no words came. There could be no words for what had just occurred. Hiccup recoiled, feeling the full shock of Astrid's revelation hit him. She knew about his family. She knew about all the evil he had committed in his father's name. She knew that he was the wolf in sheep's clothing. A monster playing pretend.

Hiccup kicked back away from the fire, trying to stand, and failing badly. His legs refused to move correctly or support his weight. He stumbled ungracefully, like a drunkard, and caught himself on a large tree that had washed up on the beach. The colors of the world blurred as his vision was clouded by fresh streams of tears. Hiccup's hand that rested on the trunk of the tree spasmed uncontrollably, his body revolting against his control.

Astrid was on her feet at once, considerably more graceful than Hiccup himself was. Hiccup blinked rapidly, trying to clear his eyesight. He could hear Astrid saying his name. She didn't sound angry. Odd. With herculean effort, Hiccup focussed on getting his ears to work so he could hear what Astrid was saying.

"Hiccup…?" he heard Astrid say gently, approaching him slowly with her hand outstretched. "Talk to me," she commanded, not forcefully, but not giving him any other option either.

"No! I-I didn't… I'm n-not…" Hiccup heard himself stammer, not consciously aware that he was speaking. He took another shaky step backwards and would have fallen had it not been for the tree trunk.

Hiccup's vision was suddenly obscured by something rapidly descending upon him. He felt something wrap around his neck comfortingly. He felt something warm push against his chest. He felt something soft caress his lips. Hiccup found himself responding on instinct as he returned Astrid's kiss. He wrapped two shaky arms around her waist, holding her close, and leaned back against the tree trunk for support. He didn't want to let her go. He felt that if let her go, she would leave him, forever. Life without Astrid was not life at all. Not a life he wanted to live.

Hiccup didn't know how long he and Astrid had held each other, only that when he was finally able to calm down, Toothless and Stormfly had curled up around the both of them to comfort their riders. Hiccup's trembling had lessened, but his stomach still threatened to empty its contents. His lips were swollen and sore from their passion. It must have been quite a length of time.

The next thing he noticed was that he was sitting on the ground, back to the tree trunk, with Astrid in his lap and her arms hanging around his neck comfortingly. She didn't seem mad. She didn't seem upset. She seemed almost… sorry? Odd, Hiccup thought. "I…" Hiccup tried again, capable of actually speaking this time, but not finding the words. What did one say to a lover when they found out that you were secretly their worst enemy?

"I'm not angry…" he heard Astrid say, speaking in his place. "I just… don't understand why? But I do, know why, that is, I've seen you and _him_ together."

Hiccup was surprised by how she said 'him'. It wasn't filled with hate or disgust. He spent several minutes trying to figure out what the emotion was. It felt almost like… gratitude? "You deserve to have a family, even if… it's not the ideal one," he heard Astrid say again when he didn't speak.

Hiccup felt a weight lift off of his shoulders that he didn't know he had been carrying and he wondered how he hadn't noticed its burden before. "I…" Hiccup said, trying to think of how he could ever explain himself.

"I never meant… to do the things I did. I'm not-" Hiccup paused, trying to gain composure. "_Evil,_" he said, spitting the last word, fresh tears threatening to spill from his eyes.

Before he could say anything more, Astrid embraced him again, cutting off his next words with a kiss. "I know," Astrid whispered between breaths. Astrid tried desperately to force Hiccup to see that she still loved him despite the truth. She could feel his heart breaking. It caused her unimaginable pain to see him in such a state.

After Astrid felt confident he could hold himself together she broke the kiss and stared at him intently, forcing her feelings on the matter through their soul bond. "I'll always love you, whether you're Hiccup or Vrangr, whether you're the son of Stoick or the son of Loki. Nothing will ever change that. I may not agree with what you've done… but I understand," Astrid spoke, both aloud and through their soul bond.

Hiccup coughed as he started to breathe normally again. Astrid smiled and blinked back tears as she felt him come back around. When she was certain he wouldn't try to run from her, she climbed out of his lap and sat next to him, her back resting on the tree trunk. She kept her right hand laced with his left, though, for some measure of support.

The two of them sat in silence for nearly thirty minutes, just basking in the presence of the other. Hiccup used this time to articulate the answers he knew he would have to give Astrid. He knew she was waiting for him to talk first, when he was ready. "At first… I was so angry. With Berk, with the villagers, with my _father_, with my… _friends_," Hiccup spat. Astrid could hear the venom in those words.

"I just wanted to make everyone pay. For hurting me, for not understanding me. It wasn't until I discovered magic that I started planning Berk's destruction. And then I got caught up in the Order and quelling the revolt on Nidavellir… where I met Loki. I didn't want to dedicate my life to the Order, not really. It was just… expected of me, and I didn't know how to say no. So when he offered me a way to get my revenge, I took it," Hiccup explained.

"At first, that was all it was about. Revenge. I knew I could come back at any time and kill every single one of you. Horrific, agonizing deaths. I read books, hundreds of them, about the most painful curses, the deadliest poisons, the worst tortures. And I would have done it, too. Then, before either of us really knew what happened… we became family. Me, Loki, Fenrir, Hel, Narfi, and Vali. We were all so _perfectly broken_, in our own way, and then we healed each other little by little. In the end… Loki convinced me not to destroy Berk. I think he knew, deep down, that it would have broken me further," Hiccup said, his voice raw with emotion.

After a few minutes of silence, Hiccup spoke again. "The missions were the worst. In the beginning, I did them to learn. They would be useful on my quest for vengeance. After I gave up on destroying Berk, I continued doing them because they were my family. I wasn't going to let anyone stand in our way. They were the first friends I had, aside from Toothless. It was the first place I really felt like was home. I would have done… I did, anything that necessary for our survival," he said. Astrid squeezed his hand gently in support.

It was a few minutes later before Astrid spoke. She knew Hiccup had spared her much of the finer details of his deeds to spare her the pain of knowing. "You're not evil, Hiccup, you're—" she paused, trying to think of the right word, "... in pain."

Hiccup smiled sadly and nodded his head in agreement. The two of them sat in silence, taking comfort in the other. After giving Hiccup enough time to recover, Astrid decided to start asking her questions. She mulled over the many she had, and in the end, decided to start things off light. "I saw a vision of you training with Loki, it was some kind of illusion magic. He called it the 'Veil', and it felt similar to the magic you used to attack Fill on Alfheim, what was that?" she asked.

"... Could I choose to not answer?" Hiccup asked quietly.

Astrid's answer surprised him. "Of course," she said simply.

Hiccup gave her a surprised look. "Everyone has their secrets, even me. I love you, and I won't force you to talk if you don't want to. If I ask something that you don't, or can't, answer, you don't have to," Astrid said confidently.

A small smile touched Hiccup's lips and Astrid beamed at the reaction. Hiccup took a deep breath. "The Veil… is not illusion magic, per se, but it is related to the discipline. It's very forbidden magic, and if anyone knew that I could do it, I would be labeled one of the most dangerous apostates alive. Every man, woman, and child in the nine realms would be after my blood. I did not use the Veil to attack Fill, though I came very close. I don't answer not because I don't trust you, but to protect you," Hiccup answered quietly.

Astrid nodded and recorded his answer. She would have to be very careful not to reveal her knowledge. After a few moments, she chose her next question. "Some of my visions included… Fenrir," Astrid said, pausing after the wolf's name. "What is your relationship with him?"

"Fenrir is just a wolf, really. He's loyal and protective of those he considers part of his pack. He sort of… took me under his protection, when I first came to Loki's home. He thought I was a pup who needed protection, and he never really grew out of the role. He's like an older brother, I'd say," Hiccup explained, a small fond smile on his lips.

Astrid paused for a few moments, trying to decide if she wanted to ask her next question. "And his… eating habits?" she asked warily.

Hiccup's smile faded to a small frown. "He's a wolf, like I said. He doesn't mean anything by it, it's the natural order of things in his eyes. We eat yaks, don't we? It's the same principal. He doesn't… always eat people, sometimes it's other animals," he explained.

Astrid just nodded and decided to move on. "What about Loki's other children? Are you close to any of them?" she asked.

The fond smile returned. "Not as close as with Fenrir, but yes. Hel is nice to talk to, she is kind of like me. She never had any friends and covets them. She's also one of the best spellcasters I've ever met. Narfi is probably the one you'd like the most. He's a warrior at heart and can use every weapon you've heard of and some you haven't with deadly skill. Váli is… odd, but friendly once you get to know him. He can't do any magic except shapeshifting, so he spends most of his time in the form of various animals," Hiccup said cheerfully. It was the most relaxed Astrid had seen him in a long time. It brought a smile to her lips.

Astrid considered asking Hiccup about Sigyn next, but refrained. From what she heard, it was one of Loki's closely guarded secrets. She didn't want Hiccup to know she knew, but at the same time, she would guard the secret with her life. It was important to Hiccup to keep it secret, so it was important to her.

Instead, she decided to ask another question that had piqued her curiosity. "Your ring, I saw him give it to you. I'm sorry about breaking your original… what does it mean?" Astrid asked.

Hiccup glanced down at the ring and turned it around on his finger. "It's the personal crest of father. The original ring is a legendary weapon, like Mjölnir, Gungnir, and Allr'bani. I'd rather not tell you about its powers, but he had it made before he left Asgard. It represents the idea that one can constantly make himself stronger— that we can re-create ourselves in the image we desire. It's one of father's teachings," Hiccup explained.

Astrid frowned a little at the mention of Loki's _teachings_. "Hiccup… I saw some of things he taught you. You don't really believe in that… propaganda, do you?" she asked.

Hiccup steeled himself. "I do. Some of them are… harsh, yes, but in general father's teachings have proven themselves to be true," he said resolutely.

Astrid's frown deepened. "So you think that you are better than everyone else? That you deserve to rule above them?" she asked pointedly.

Hiccup, sensing her displeasure, chose his words wisely. "No, I don't think myself above everyone. Some people, yes, but all? No. I do believe that father is right about the current rulers of the nine realms. Look at what we've seen so far: Nidavellir is in a constant flux as the clans fight for the right to rule. When presented with the smallest of problems that couldn't be easily fixed, Konungr called on the Order to solve his problems for him. Queen Zophiel led her people, against my advice, might I remind you, to their deaths to battle the Nidhogg. Of which, they were no use. Now, the elves are on the brink of extinction. The other realms are no better, as you will find," Hiccup stated firmly.

"And I suppose you have an answer to end all the suffering?" Astrid asked pointedly in response.

"Yes. When someone wins, the fighting will end. When father rules over all the realms, we can start rebuilding and prosperity can reign. We can start repairing the ghettos on Nidavellir, help the elves rebuild their race, mend the feud between the Æsir and the Vanir, help the Vanir rebuild their homeworld, and broker peace between the warring factions. Elves and dark elves need not be at civil war, as they have been since the dawn of creation. The Jötnar, whose culture glorifies war, can be controlled through friendly games held with all the realms," Hiccup said as he explained the future that he and his father envisioned.

Astrid was surprised at the depth of Hiccup's answer. She could feel that there were complex plans for each of the realms through their soul bond. Still, it was the peace of a collared dog. The peace offered to them by a conqueror. "And where do you fit in all this?" she asked after a few moments.

"Father may be powerful but he is only one man, he cannot be everywhere at once. He will need trustworthy viceroys to rule in his stead on each of the realms. Naturally, Midgard falls to me," Hiccup answered.

Astrid was shocked at the heights of Hiccup's ambition. "But… Hiccup, you're talking about an _entire_ world. You can't possibly control that many people. It's not meant to be. It goes against nature," Astrid countered.

A small grin touched the corners of Hiccup's lips. "Midgard will be the easiest of all the realms to control. It's the other realms that will be difficult to subjugate. I could, for example, conquer all of Midgard in less than a month if I so chose. It would be a trivial task with magic and Toothless," he said confidently.

"Hiccup…" Astrid whispered dejectedly.

Hiccup frowned and his brows narrowed. "Astrid, you know me better than anyone else. Do you think I would be a poor ruler? A cruel ruler? I know what it is like to suffer under those who consider themselves my betters, after all, I spent fifteen years being reviled on Berk. Do you think I would wish that on another? Do you think I don't remember what it feels like? Do you think I would be capable of that kind of monstrosity?" Hiccup said, more than asked. Astrid could feel a towering rage behind his words as he let his true feelings over how he was treated on Berk be known. She had no doubt, now, that if Loki had not stopped Hiccup, he would have destroyed Berk.

The questions hung in the air for a few minutes before Astrid answered. "... No, you would be a kind ruler," she finally answered, truthfully, to both Hiccup and herself. She would just have to work on changing him for the better.

The two of them descended into another awkward silence before Hiccup spoke. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have gotten angry with you," he apologized.

"No, you should be angry. Berk… we… did terrible things to you, and we haven't done anything to make it up to you. You've done so much for us, saving us from the Red Death, teaching us about dragons, brokering peace between the tribes, solving the heir to the chiefdom problem, and yet we've done nothing in return. I haven't even heard one person thank you for what you've done for us, so thank you, Hiccup," Astrid said determinedly.

Hiccup just nodded at Astrid's thanks, sensing that she wouldn't take no for an answer.

"I know there are some things you can't tell me, Hiccup, but from now on, you don't need to hide who you really are. At least not from me, I won't betray you. You are more important than the world or this war and I want to see you happy, even if it means letting you be with Loki," Astrid said after a few moments.

"Okay," Hiccup agreed, his voice hoarse from crying but recovering its normal strength.

They were quiet for nearly thirty minutes. Astrid couldn't think of anything else she wanted to ask, and Hiccup dreading what he was about to ask. "Astrid," he said. Astrid could feel his trepidation through their soul bond; a cold dread in the pit of his stomach, an all consuming fear that threatened to drown him.

"... Do you still love me?" Hiccup asked quietly, barely a whisper.

Hiccup's fear broke Astrid's heart. In a quick motion, she half tackled, half hugged him, and pushed him to the ground before capturing his lips in a passionate kiss. Hiccup's breath caught in his throat as Astrid fumbled with the buckle of his belt. Their physical relationship had only consisted of chaste kisses and embraces but nothing more, and Astrid was determined to change that. She would save Hiccup from the darkness within. Toothless and Stormfly, seeing as they were no longer needed, took flight to give the two of them privacy. Their magic would shield them from the elements.

Even without the soul bond, Hiccup and Astrid knew they were made for each other. True love was the soul's recognition of its counterpart in another, and they truly loved each other.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Toothless and Stormfly returned early the next morning. They had spent the better part of the evening resting on a nearby island, saving their energy for the upcoming battle— if there was to be one at all. They returned to a very strange sight. Their riders had, at some point, conjured one of the strange nests the two-legs slept in. Said riders had shed their armor and tabards and were currently sleeping soundly, their limbs tangled. Dragons, unlike the two-legs, had no qualms about being with their mates. It was one of the many things the two-legs did that drove the dragons mad. Their riders were mates, why did they not act like it? Were they sick? It caused Toothless and Stormfly no small amount of worry over their riders. They were glad that whatever illness had possessed them was gone.<p>

Their more rational, logical minds that they reluctantly developed thanks to their riders realized the great opportunity that had presented itself. Toothless shared his idea with Stormfly and the two dragons laughed in their uniquely dragon way. The two dragons made their way over to the conjured bed as quietly as their large bodies allowed and stared intently at their riders, trying to wake them with only their thoughts. Their reactions would be immensely satisfying to see.

Slowly but surely Hiccup and Astrid began to drift into consciousness as their dragons stimulated their minds. Hiccup gingerly opened his eyes and briefly saw golden hair before his eyes darted to the very large head of a familiar black dragon. "Toothless, stop, it's early," he grumbled before closing his eyes again. As he did, he noticed a large sky blue dragon opposite of Toothless. He also noticed a small hand reach up and part a curtain of golden hair to reveal two sapphire eyes.

Hiccup and Astrid seemed to realize their compromising positions at the same time for they both blushed from their ears to their toes. Toothless and Stormfly roared in laughter and fell to their sides, unable to stand straight. Wordlessly, Hiccup and Astrid found their discarded clothes and armor and dressed themselves. "Uh huh, very funny you two," Hiccup drawled sarcastically before kicking some sand at Toothless.

Toothless sneezed and retaliated, using his tail to scoop up some snow from outside the wards and fling it at his rider. Hiccup didn't see the snow coming as he pulled on his tunic. He stiffened and shivered from the cold and let out a low growl at his dragon. _"You deserved it,"_ Toothless said confidently.

Hiccup finished strapping Allr'bani and Elding to his hips, pulling his belt tight around his Order tabard and turned to face Astrid who was hoisting her axe over her shoulder. Both blushed a little as their eyes met but also shared a small smile with each other. It was at least three hours before noon and they needed to get moving if they were going to catch the Rider in the North. With unspoken agreement, both of them leapt into their dragon's saddles and took to the skies.

They flew high and fast for the next twelve hours. Their trip was expedited by a strong southern wind which increased their speed and allowed Toothless and Stormfly to glide rather than fly. The sun was just beginning its journey downwards as Hiccup spotted the island his bird spy had told him about. _"I smell dragonblood,"_ Toothless said as he sniffed at the air.

Hiccup and Astrid shared a look with each other before descending quietly. The only place to land was a large clearing near the center of the island. Hiccup and Astrid dismounted quickly and moved to stand next to each other. Toothless and Stormfly sniffed at the air some more. _"Go northeast, there you should find the source,"_ Stormfly said instantly. Nadders were excellent tracking dragons.

Hiccup and Astrid nodded before stalking forward silently. They had only walked for five minutes before they came upon a small glade with a cave bore into the side of a hill. Hiccup and Astrid shared a look with each other before nodding. Astrid took point and Hiccup followed close behind her as they crossed the glade and made for the cave. Just as they were about to enter, the strangest looking man either of them had ever seen stepped out of the darkness.

He was tall and dressed in a strange brown and green plate armor and a mask with two tusks and several horns. A cloak of red was draped over his back. In his left hand was a wooden shield painted red, yellow, and green. In his right hand was a strange weapon; a wooden staff, as tall as the man was, with a club at one end and a hook at the other. Hiccup and Astrid were taken back by the man's appearance.

Hiccup snapped out of his surprise first. "Er, hello. My name is Vrangr, a captain of the Order of Dragon Knights. Would you happen to be the one known as the 'Rider in the North'?" he asked respectfully.

Astrid was drawn from her thoughts by Hiccup's words. "_When were you promoted to captain from master?"_ she asked excitedly through their soul bond.

"_The same time you were,"_ Hiccup replied, _"but now isn't exactly the time."_

The strange man remained silent, looking back and forth between Hiccup and Astrid. "Uh, do you understand me?" Hiccup asked, unsure if the man spoke Norse. He only knew a few other languages from Midgard. Again the man was silent.

Hiccup cleared his throat. "Hello?" he asked, this time in English. Nothing.

"Hello?" he asked, this time in German. Again, no response. Hiccup tried several more times, each language growing progressively worse in fluency.

Eventually Hiccup decided that the man knew Norse and was simply ignoring him. "Perhaps you don't know of your title… are you the man who rides a four-winged dragon?" Hiccup asked.

This time, he got a response. The man turned his head to focus entirely on Hiccup. The mask he wore obscured his face, and a black cloth over the eyes prevented him from seeing the man at all. Had Hiccup not been the adoptive son of the greatest evil to walk the realms since Ymir, he might have been intimidated.

"It would appear that you are…" Hiccup said, continuing on. "I am here on official business from the Order of Dragon Knights. My partner, Astrid, and I have been asked to see if you and your dragon, er, shared a special connection."

Hiccup knew something was wrong. His first guess was how the man's gloved hand tightened around his staff. His second guess was the man trying to crush his skull with the club end of the staff. Hiccup jumped back with lightning speed as the club passed where his head had been not a moment ago. He was surprised by the speed and skill at which the man had used his weapon. There were not many on Midgard who could hope to challenge him.

Astrid moved forward to stand between the man and Hiccup, her axe in her hands and a scowl on her face. No one would touch him, not while Astrid Hofferson still drew breath. _"Easy,"_ Hiccup commanded through their soul bond.

"Look, we mean you no harm. We share a similar connection with our dragons and—" Hiccup was saying before he was cut off. The man tapped the hook end of his staff on the ground and a fist of stone erupted and struck Hiccup in the chest, sending him flying backwards.

Astrid snarled and bellowed a warcry before charging the man, her axe held high. _I'll kill him!_ she screamed in her mind.

Astrid darted forward and came face-to-face with the man in a single bound. With a strike faster than the eye could follow, she swung her axe in an arc, intending to cut the man's dominant arm from his body. The man expertly blocked with his wooden shield. Astrid's eyes widened as the shield glowed cloudy-white with power as its wards sprung to life, blocking her attack. Astrid stepped back as she sensed the hook end of the staff come her way from below as the man attempted to catch her neck with the hook. He wasn't pulling any punches.

Astrid felt Hiccup rejoin the fight through their soul bond and quickly sidestepped, trusting him completely as she left herself open to attack. A moment later, arrows of ice rained down upon the man in waves. Astrid sprung into action, gripping the cloth that allowed her to swing her axe at ranged. With the flick of her hand, she sent the axe in a low sweeping motion for the man's ankles. The man jumped and held his shield in front of him as the wards on it glowed to life once more, deflecting or destroying the arrows of ice and evading Astrid's axe.

Hiccup drew Elding, his master's sword, and darted forward. Astrid mirrored him some feet away. Astrid watched as Hiccup approached the man, faltered, a feint she had fallen for many times, and coiled. She now knew it to be a form taught to him by Loki. In a single flurry of motion, Hiccup attacked. The wind hummed as Elding cut through it and aimed for the man's neck— or where Hiccup thought the man's neck was. It was hard to tell with the strange armor and mask on. Astrid raised her axe and swung down, hard, intending to cleave the man in two wherever he leapt to to dodge, or if he raised his shield to block.

The man did neither. He twirled his staff around, knocking Elding up and away from him with the club end of the staff, and raising his shield to block Astrid's axe. Before the man could attack, or Hiccup and Astrid could recover, a deafening roar echoed over the small glade. A massive four-winged dragon, which Hiccup and Astrid immediately identified as a Stormcutter, was perched on the hill. The dragon stared at them with murder in its eyes before it inhaled.

Hiccup's and Astrid's eyes widened as they prepared to shield themselves with magic from dragonfire. A moment before their wards went up, two blurs, one black, one blue, jumped overhead and tackled the massive Stormcutter, knocking it to the ground as its flames spewed harmlessly into the sky. Toothless and Stormfly joined the fight. Trusting their dragons to hold the Stormcutter at bay, Hiccup and Astrid focused on the rider in front of them. They knew now that he was a bonded rider. No one else could use magic that strong and have a dragon that large without being bonded. They also knew that he was hostile.

The three riders, distracted by their dragons entering the fray, renewed combat. Seeing his chance, Hiccup made his move. _"Astrid! Distract him!"_ Hiccup commanded before he kneeled and set his sights on the rider.

"_With pleasure,"_ Astrid growled before twirling her axe and leaping into melee combat. Their soul bond thrummed with power as it merged two beings into one. Astrid could feel Hiccup's thoughts and emotions simmer. She knew what he was about to do and would take full advantage of the opening.

Astrid swung her axe hard and fast as she sent a flurry of blows towards the rider, each one either being dodged or blocked. Astrid bided her time and waited for the right moment to strike. The rider, seeing that he was being left to fight the girl alone, looked for the boy. It was his mistake. The moment the rider looked at Hiccup, Hiccup's magic sprung to life— ensuring the rider in an illusion.

Astrid, her axe currently held at bay with the hook end of the staff, twirled around to backhand the rider. The rider simply raised his shield to block the attack. He was surprised, then, to find Astrid's fist striking the side of his skull with the strength of ten men. Astrid freed her axe and focused on her strength, sending a vicious cleave towards the man's exposed leg. The man leapt away. He was surprised again to find the haft of Astrid's axe sweeping out his legs, just barely avoiding the blade of the axe.

The rider figured out what magic the boy had cast on her. Illusion magic. It was a trick, but one that would kill most. He had switched his senses. Up was down. Left was right. Forward was back. That was why the girl's attacks had worked. He had blocked the wrong side with his shield, and had jumped the wrong direction to avoid the axe. The trick, exposed, was now useless. The rider would just adjust and perform the opposite actions.

Astrid dropped her axe and grabbed the rider in a fierce bearhug, trapping the staff to the man's sides. The wooden shield hung useless in the rider's hand. Astrid squeezed using her enhancement magic to give her the strength of twenty men. She smirked as she heard the rider's armor begin to crack under the strain, the magic enchantments failing to account for her magical strength.

Hiccup sprung into action again, releasing the illusion and taking control of a nearby tree. With magic, he controlled its roots and sent them to restrain the rider. The rider, feeling the illusion wear off, retaliated by headbutting Astrid. Astrid recoiled, releasing the rider, who darted away from the oncoming roots. Astrid scowled at the rider and picked her axe back up. Hiccup gripped Elding and moved to stand next to her.

It appeared their foe would not be vanquished easily.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Toothless and Stormfly tackled the large Stormcutter, easily the size of both dragons combined, and dragged him down the opposite side of the hill. Toothless snarled and raked his claws across the Stormcutter's belly, trying to maim the dragon for attempting to kill his rider. Stormfly snapped her jaws on the webbing of the dragon's wings, trying to ground the dragon.<p>

The Stormcutter flailed, and being the larger dragon by far, dislodged Toothless and Stormfly. The two smaller dragons stalked in a circle around the larger dragon, snarling viciously, teeth bared. "You will pay for daring to attack our riders, Egg-breaker!" Toothless roared before leaping at the Stormcutter.

The Stormcutter cared little and used its tail to knock away Toothless. Stormfly roared and swung her tail, sending a volley of poisonous spikes at the larger dragon. They would not penetrate his scale armor, but they would penetrate the soft flesh of his underbelly, armpits, neck, and wing membrane. The Stormcutter jumped into the air, dodging the spikes, before crashing down onto Stormfly.

Toothless recovered and charged a blast of fire to attack the Stormcutter with. He was a Night Fury, the king of all dragons, the unholy spawn of lightning and death itself, the bane of all life. His fire would turn this dragon to ash. The Stormcutter heard the telltale hiss of Night Fury fire and jumped again, this time positioning himself on the opposite side of Stormfly; putting her between him and Toothless.

Toothless closed his maw and hissed. "Coward!" he roared before joining Stormfly in melee combat. Toothless and Stormfly were a storm of claws, fangs, and spikes as they fought the Stormcutter. Although it was two against one, the Stormcutter was far larger than the both of them and clearly more experienced at fighting other dragons. Neither Toothless nor Stormfly were free from the Red Death long enough to fight with their own kind before they bonded, and the lack of experience showed.

"_Stormfly, follow my lead!"_ Toothless said, using their rider's soul bond to connect to the other dragon to convey the message in secret. It was taxing on the mind, and not at all easy since he was crossing two minds to talk to a third, but it worked. Stormfly squawked in agreement and the two leapt into the fray again.

With lightning speed, Toothless darted behind the Stormcutter and caught the dragon's tail between its paws like a cat catching a mouse. Stormfly was right behind him and snapped her jaws shut on the dragon's tail, causing it to roar in pain. The Stormcutter flailed and used two of its four wings to bat away the two smaller dragons. Toothless and Stormfly growled in pleasure at the scent of the blood of their enemy.

The Stormcutter righted and turned on the two dragons and snarled viciously. Toothless and Stormfly returned the dragon's aggression. The Stormcutter leapt into the air, using its four wings to quickly gain altitude and get away from the two smaller dragons and the ground. He hissed in pain as blood poured from the wound on his tail. "You will regret choosing to face the king of all dragons in an aerial battle!" Toothless roared in challenge as he took to the sky, Stormfly right behind him.

Toothless thundered through the sky, easily closing the gap between him and the Stormcutter. No dragon was faster than a Night Fury. "Toothless! Wait! Do not fight him alone!" Stormfly squawked in warning, trying desperately to keep up with the faster dragon.

Toothless was in a towering rage and ignored Stormfly's warning. Not having to worry about hitting his ally, he charged a bolt of fire to incinerate the Stormcutter. The Stormcutter halted in his flight to focus his attention on the Night Fury. He had taken a risk by fighting in the air, knowing full well that the black dragon would have an advantage, but he could not stay on the ground and risk being injured more. Toothless snarled and let loose the bolt of fire which thundered through the air towards the Stormcutter.

The Stormcutter, using all four of its wings, managed to do something no other dragon's body would allow it to do. It shimmied, midair, and moved over several tens of feet, and allowed the bolt of Night Fury fire to pass harmlessly between the X of its wings. It retaliated by sending a twister of continuous fire at Toothless. Toothless was in shock that another dragon had evaded his fire but was snapped out of his reverie but the torrent of flame heading for him. Toothless seemed to roll his eyes at the Stormcutter; as if this paltry flame could ever touch him.

The Stormcutter took advantage of the unique property of his fire and shifted the tornado of flame and willed it to follow after the Night Fury. Toothless chirped in alarm as the torrent of fire followed him and slammed into his back. Thankfully, Hiccup's wards flared to life, covering him in a shield of emerald and staying the flame. Toothless growled at having to use his rider's arcane energy for defense. He knew that Hiccup would need it and couldn't afford for it to be used fighting the Stormcutter. With a sudden burst of speed, Toothless escaped the fire and regrouped with Stormfly, who had managed to catch up at last with the two quicker dragons. They would work together to take down the Stormcutter.

"_What's the plan?"_ Stormfly asked, speaking through Hiccup and Astrid's soul bond. It was more exhausting for her than Toothless, but it allowed them a distinct tactical advantage over their enemy.

"_Take its wings. It may have four, but they are only for greater maneuverability. If he loses one, he will not be able to fly properly and will be easy prey,"_ Toothless commanded. Stormfly chirped in agreement and prepared to attack.

Toothless and Stormfly attacked simultaneously, both darting forward on opposite sides of the Stormcutter. The larger dragon hesitated, unsure of which dragon to attack or defend against. It's hesitation lost it the battle. The Stormcutter turned to defend against the Night Fury, thinking it the stronger of the pair. Toothless roared and attacked, swiping at the Stormcutter with its claws and snapping at its wings with his jaws.

Distracted by the ferocious Night Fury, Stormfly attacked from the opposite side and landed on the Stormcutter. She raked at his wings with her hind claws, bit with her maw, and sent a volley of spines at the membrane. The Stormcutter howled in pain, the membrane in both his wings on the right side maimed, and began to drop from the air.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid roared in challenge and charged the masked rider, her battleaxe held high. She swung in a wide cleave, intending to cut the man in half at the waist. The man easily dodged and raised his shield to block a lightning quick slash to his throat from the golden sword of the boy. Hiccup inhaled sharply as Elding caught the rider's shield and exhaled a torrent of emerald flame, bathing the masked rider in magic fire.<p>

Astrid twirled, gripping her axe by it's butt, and swung low in a whirlwind, trying to cut at the masked rider's ankles. The man raised his shield to block the emerald flame and jumped backwards to avoid the spinning girl, whom the flame did not harm. As sudden as the flame appeared, it was gone. The girl attacked again, striking with the blade of her axe in quick, albeit less powerful, strikes. The boy kneeled to the ground, placed one hand on the rock, and sent several stones into the air where they turned to sand.

Hiccup sent tendrils of sand, compacted and hardened with magic, at the masked rider. They struck fast and forced the man to stay on his toes. Hiccup knew he didn't have the strength to block the tendrils, he would be sent flying. No, his only choice was to dodge. Astrid took advantage of this fact and forced the man to block with his shield or jump into her reach and risk being cut in half. He knew Astrid had the strength to do it too— her enhancement magic made her skin glow sapphire. It was a beautiful sight.

Hiccup saw that his attack was having little effect and changed tactics. He commanded all the tendrils of sand to attack at once and cage the masked rider, either capturing him or forcing him to face Astrid. Hiccup was confident she could finish him off. The tendrils of sand crashed behind the man as he parried an attack from the girl with the hook of his staff. A moment later, he was trapped and forced to go forward. Abandoning his shield, the man wielded the staff with both hands and twirled it with great speed. Astrid caught the attack with the haft of her axe, preventing the club of the staff from striking her in the chest and sending her skidding back across the glade where Hiccup caught her.

"_Let's try it,"_ Astrid said with a feral grin on her face.

"_Agreed. Try to use the illusory world on him. Don't worry about it working, just distract him," _Hiccup said, drawing Allr'bani, wielding it in his right hand, with Elding in his left.

Hiccup stood next to Astrid and then burst into action. What happened next surprised the masked rider. The boy had been the spellcaster of the pair, while the girl had been the warrior. They were a force to be reckoned with, but he had decades of experience on them and would not be beaten by two hatchlings. Therefore, Astrid's strategy worked.

Hiccup's and Astrid's soul bond flared to life, stronger than they had ever felt it before, and felt their bodies become lighter. There was little difference between one or the other; Astrid could feel Hiccup's thoughts and emotions, and Hiccup could feel hers. If they focused enough, Astrid could see what Hiccup was seeing and Hiccup could see what Astrid was seeing. It was like they were of one mind, controlling two bodies.

They traded magic. Hiccup wore Astrid's enhancement magic like an armor, and Astrid wielded Hiccup's illusion magic like a sword. A sapphire light consumed Hiccup, enhancing his strength and speed. An emerald light consumed Astrid, giving her the power to shape the world as she saw fit. In the exact same moment, they attacked. Astrid cast the illusory world on the masked rider. It was the epitome of the control aspect of illusion magic and could easily be broken by a target. But it's goal was to distract, not to control. The masked man recoiled as the sky disappeared and was replaced by a blank white void.

Hiccup surged forward, wielding both Allr'bani and Elding. Each footstep caused the earth to crack under the strength of his step; his body enhanced by Astrid's magic. In the blink of an eye, he had crossed fifty feet and swung both swords in a downward arc towards the masked rider who was caught in the illusory world.

The masked rider knew that he was being sucked into an illusion, a terrifying one, but one that could easily be broken. As he returned to the real world, she saw two blades; one of darkness, one of light, descending upon her. She didn't have the time or the strength to block or evade the attacks and she could be lucky to survive such an attack. It was obvious that the boy specialized in illusion magic, and the girl specialized in enhancement magic. So it was time to reveal her own specialization.

In an instant, the masked rider had willed a wall of ice into existence. It took water from the atmosphere and solidified it so quickly that Hiccup had no time to react and change the path of his blades. Allr'bani and Elding sunk into the wall of ice, cutting deep, before stopping. The wall was gone in the next instant, replaced by the club of the masked rider's staff, which struck Hiccup in the face, breaking his nose and part of his eye sockets. Hiccup stumbled backwards, dropping both swords, and clutching at his face.

Astrid saw red. She discarded her axe and focused on her enhancement magic, pushing it to heights she had not dared to reach as of yet. The air hummed as she sprinted towards the masked rider, the ground shaking like a dragon was stampeding. Without being weighed down by her axe, she was faster than the human eye could follow unaided. The masked rider didn't even have a chance to block as Astrid suddenly stopped, digging into the ground with one foot, while swinging the other in perfect form. Her kick struck the center of the masked rider's staff, breaking it, colliding with the rider's stomach, and sending him flying bodily across the glade and into the stone wall of the cave he had exited out of originally.

The rider collapsed, unconscious, or dead, Astrid hoped. She kneeled by Hiccup who was currently using his magic to reconstruct his face, not having the potion to do it for him. He would have to make do until they could return to Berk. When the bleeding was stopped and the bones mended, Hiccup stood. The moment he did, three very large objects crashed from the sky into the island, causing it to shake.

The Stormcutter from before was laying on a bed of broken trees, Toothless and Stormfly pinning him to the ground with victorious snarls on their faces. Hiccup and Astrid shared a knowing smirk. Astrid stood and extended a hand to help Hiccup up. Hiccup took the proffered hand and walked with Astrid until they stood over the body of the masked rider, Hiccup gingerly rubbing his face. He could feel Astrid's worry, and rage, at his injury.

"I'm fine, really," he tried to assure her. Astrid still looked furious and her face was tinged red.

"Let's find out who you really are, shall we?" Hiccup asked, reaching down to remove the mask. The strange mask fell away to reveal a young woman, perhaps in her early twenties, with bright auburn hair and blue-green eyes. Hiccup and Astrid knew her appearance accounted for little, as the magic of the bond would prevent her from aging.

The woman's eyes fluttered open. The first thing she saw was two people, a girl and a boy, standing over her. The next thing she noticed was an agonizing pain in her ribs. She glanced over and saw her dragon pinned by two others. They had lost. She should have listened to her dragon and attempted to flee. They were strong, but so were their opponents, and there were two of them.

The woman struggled to get up and find her staff. Her eyes found it a moment later, several feet away, in two pieces. She looked up and saw the boy had followed her eyes.

Hiccup saw the woman look for her weapon. It appeared she was not willing to accept defeat here. He stepped forward and lifted her head so her eyes met his. "Hiccup, wait. Don't. We need her alive, if we can," Astrid said. Neither noticed the woman's eyes widen at the name 'Hiccup'.

"I'm not going to kill her, just make her more cooperative," Hiccup said easily.

The woman's eyes were locked on the boy as he spoke. She couldn't look away. Yes, the hair. The eyes. The freckles. He had to be…

The woman was drawn from her thoughts as she recoiled. The boy's pupils seemed to dilate until it consumed the green and whites of his eyes, leaving nothing but black. She heard a whistling in the distance and felt her body go numb.

Astrid watched, half in fascination, half horror, as Hiccup cast the illusion on the woman. He started by staring into her eyes and then whistling. The woman's face contorted for a moment before relaxing, her eyes darting back and forth, looking for something in whatever place Hiccup had sent her mind to. "She should be more than happy to accompany us back to Berk," Hiccup announced with bravado.

The Stormcutter growled menacingly. Toothless and Stormfly stepped on its slashed wings, causing the dragon to whimper in pain. "And you, Stormcutter. You have you two choices— one, we cut your wings and tail and leave you here. Or two, I heal you, and you come with us peacefully to Berk. You make one wrong move, and we kill her, and then you. Understand?" Hiccup asked, knowing full well the Stormcutter understood him.

The dragon had no choice but to squawk out a 'yes'. "Good," Hiccup hissed, before flicking his hand at the injured wing membrane and tail of the Stormcutter. Emerald light flared and stemmed the bleeding, weaving flesh back together. They were superficial wounds and easily healed, not like the broken bones of his face which were beginning to ache.

Toothless and Stormfly carefully let the Stormcutter up, snarling at him in warning. If he tried anything, it would be the end of him and his rider. The Stormcutter had given up. Whoever these people were, they did not kill his rider. He would go with them if it saved her life. Astrid took the woman and mounted Stormfly while Hiccup clambered onto Toothless. The Stormcutter shook its wings as if to prepare for flight. The three dragons jumped into the air and were flying south in a matter of seconds.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Two days later, Hiccup and Astrid, along with their prisoners, a woman and a large Stormcutter, landed on Berk. They were met by Chief Stoick, Spitelout, Gobber, Fishlegs, and Snotlout, as well as a band of warriors. All eager to learn what had transpired in the north. Word had spread through the village that their two resident legends had taken off in search of something. What they didn't know was that they would be bringing back the Rider in the North.<p>

Hiccup dismounted, followed shortly by Astrid and the still calm woman. Stoick approached his son with a jovial look on his face. "Hiccup! What have you got here?" he asked with cheer.

Hiccup seemed to smile, despite the now very painful ache in his face. "May I present to you, the Rider in the North. Captured, and our prisoner," Hiccup responded sarcastically.

Stoick turned to face Astrid and the woman he was dragging behind her. Astrid smirked as she tugged the woman forward and forced her to stand straight so her tribe could get a good look at one of the leaders of the war that was threatening to spill into their homeland. Stoick, Spitelout, and Gobber gasped as they beheld the woman's face.

Hiccup and Astrid looked confused. _"Do they know her?"_ Astrid asked Hiccup through their soul bond.

Hiccup was about to say something when Stoick spoke.

"Valka…"

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Hey guys, I'm back! I decided to take a little break from writing. Finals are over and I'm now in summer vacation mode, chilling at home with my parents. I may or may not get a summer job, but we'll see. If I don't, then expect lots of writing to be done! Maybe we could even finish this story by the time college starts back up for me.

Starting this chapter I'm going to begin spelling all the Norse names and stuff with their proper accents. For example, Mjolnir and Mjölnir. Just a little thing I've decided. If you see any mistakes let me know.

A couple of notes for this chapter:

A few of you didn't know who Sigyn was. She is not an OC. She is Loki's wife in Norse mythology. Her backstory is one that was created by me which, to my knowledge, is unique to my story. I'm tempted to make a small series of chapters detailing Loki's childhood to explain why he killed Baldr and why Sigyn was cursed. For those that missed it, all of Loki's children were artifically created in his quest to cure the curse that is slowly killing Sigyn. For those who noticed I did not mention Jormungandr among Loki's children, fear not. He is coming.

The position Hiccup wants when he rules over Midgard is called a viceroy. A viceroy is a regal official who runs a country in the place of a king. In this case, Hiccup would rule Midgard in Loki's stead while he rules over whatever realm he so chooses (Asgard).

The last four chapters have consistently gotten 550-600 unique views which I'm pretty happy about. When I look at my analytics there's a large drop off after the first chapter, which evens out, and then drops off again once Hiccup and Astrid leave Berk. It's nice to know that there is a lot of you out there reading the current chapters when viewership in the middle is low. On that note, this story has passed 63k views!

**In the next couple of days, I will be releasing a one shot** story which I've been playing around in my head for the past few days. It is about the Draugr of Norse mythology, essentially a cross between vampires and zombies for those not in the know. I'm considering expanding upon it as my next story after Hail to the King. I quite like the premise and hope you guys will too. It will be rated M for graphic violence, including cannibalism. Be warned.

For those who offered to beta read, and who would still like to, please send me a message and I'll see about setting one or two of you up for the job. Those who would like to volunteer to have ideas bounced off them are welcome, if you are not available to beta.

Cloaked Glydr - make an account, dude! You always leave reviews and I can't respond to them.

To answer your question, yes he __could__ have, but no, he did not. Using the Veil requires an immense amount of concentration and arcane energy, and it would have only affected Hiccup himself, meaning that Toothless would still have been hurt by the Red Death's fire. Hiccup did not have the energy, nor the focus, to use the Veil at the time, and even if he did, he wouldn't have because Toothless would have been hurt.

As always, thanks to my awesome reviewers! You guys rock. Hope everyone enjoys this chapter as we get to see one more of the original cast join the story.

- Musica


	24. A Silver Tongue

"Valka…" Stoick whispered in awe as he beheld the Rider in the North.

Spitelout was speechless at seeing his long lost, and presumed dead, sister. Gobber's mustache whipped around as he tried to find the words to say. Valka, still held in her illusory chains, did not react to seeing her family again after so long.

Astrid turned to look at Hiccup. "Hiccup… isn't Valka, your… m-mother?" she asked nervously. Hiccup had a look of shock on his face, his lips parted slightly and his eyes wide as he tried to process the new situation. His mother was alive and a bonded rider.

Astrid could feel a storm of emotion and thoughts swirling within Hiccup through their soul bond. So tumultuous was his mind that the illusory prison holding Valka broke. Valka blinked once, then twice, as she looked around and beheld her former home and family. "Valka…" Stoick said again, this time with more confidence. A large smile started to form on the chief's face.

Valka stared wide eyed at Stoick and her jaw worked up and down as she tried to find her words. "Valka!" Stoick boomed, before he scooped his wife up in a loving hug. Astrid grinned as she saw her chief look more happy than she had ever remembered seeing him. She spared a glance over to Hiccup to see his reaction. The storm inside him was beginning to calm and Astrid was puzzled over his lack of reaction to finding his mother alive again after all these years.

The storm suddenly raged, a thousand times stronger than it had been before, and Astrid visibly flinched as she was bathed in Hiccup's rage and anger through their soul bond. She felt his magic bubble up inside him, desperate for an escape, desperate to be unleashed upon the source of his anger, desperate to be the tool of his wrath. The air burned with arcane power, so much so that Astrid could see the emerald glow of Hiccup's magic. Astrid could feel a darkness in the magic that she had not ever seen before. She knew that if Hiccup didn't calm down, he was going to hurt someone. Badly.

"_Hiccup!"_ Astrid hissed through their soul bond, knowing he wouldn't hear anything said aloud. Hiccup's mind continued to storm and Astrid could see thousands of dark spells on the tip of his tongue as he debated which one to use. Their deaths would not be painless nor quick.

Stormfly moved to block Hiccup and Astrid from view, not that she needed to, since every villager was focused on their chief and his long lost, presumed dead, wife. Safely hidden from prying eyes, Astrid wrapped her arms around Hiccup's neck and kissed him hungrily, forcing every ounce of her love through their soul bond in an attempt to calm Hiccup.

Hiccup's eyes bore through the membrane of Stormfly's wings, watching the spot where the traitorous bitch that was his mother resided. How dare she. How dare she be alive all this time, and a bonded rider no less, and not come home to her family. She had the power to change Berk for the better and she willfully and knowingly did nothing. She was responsible for all the suffering he had endured, not directly, but she could have stopped it. That made her equally as guilty, no, more guilty, than his actual tormentors. She would die for her sins. It would be so easy, he thought to himself, to tap into the Veil— to let the sickly dark magic course through his veins and give him the power to lay waste to an entire realm. He could unleash horrors that inhabited only the darkest of nightmares and work the most twisted dark magic imaginable to torture that woman to insanity. Only then would the sweet release of death claim her.

So engrossed in his thoughts he didn't even see Stormfly's wings obscure his view. He could still see Valka in his mind as Stoick embraced her. It would be so easy… his thoughts were cut off as he became acutely aware of a soft body press against his chest and wet lips touch his own. Blinking, the first thing he saw was two eyes of sapphire gazing at him with such intensity that it made him blush. The love in those eyes drove all the dark thoughts in his mind back to whence they came.

Realizing that they were not being watched, Hiccup gave in to his more primal urges and returned the kiss passionately, wrapping his arms around Astrid's waist and pulling her close. He was vaguely aware of her breasts touching his chest as thoughts of their intimacy three nights ago came to the fore of his mind. When both of their lungs burned for air, Astrid broke the kiss, panting for breath. The hunger in Hiccup's own eyes was mirrored in Astrid's own.

As Hiccup had agreed with Astrid on that fateful night, he no longer shielded his thoughts and emotions from her. There was hardly a distinction between them and they shared their thoughts and emotions effortlessly between them in a form of communication that was more intimate than any other. Hiccup took a deep breath to calm himself as he realized what Astrid had prevented him from doing. "I'm sorry," he whispered to her as he unwrapped his arms from her waist, but not before trailing a few chaste kisses down her neck.

Astrid was tempted to abscond with Hiccup, bodily dragging him if necessary, to the nearest bed. She restrained herself only because it would appear odd for the two of them to suddenly disappear in the middle of the day and they still needed to deal with Valka. Astrid had seen the reasons behind Hiccup's rage and fully agreed. Valka could have spared Hiccup all the pain of his childhood and she chose not to. That was unforgivable. The woman would have no love from her.

Stormfly, seeing that the moment had passed, folded her wings and moved away. The sight that Hiccup and Astrid returned to left them slightly speechless. Stoick and Valka were dancing around each other as Stoick sang some song about sailing the seven seas with no fear of drowning. The rest of the village watched with tears in their eyes as their chief and his wife reconnected after nearly thirty years of being apart.

"Will you stay, Val?" Stoick asked, barely audible to all but those closest to them, who were Spitelout and Gobber. Hiccup and Astrid could hear perfectly well with their supernatural senses.

Valka looked hesitant as she glanced from Stoick, to her brother, Spitelout, and to Gobber. She turned to look at her son behind her and found his glare hard and cold. With a nervous swallow, she nodded her head. "Yes," she whispered in answer.

Stoick, Spitelout, and Gobber cheered. "Prepare a feast! My wife has come home!" he roared, and the rest of the village broke into cheers. The village cooks bustled up the hill to the Great Hall to begin preparations. This celebration would be second to none, they would make sure of it.

Astrid laced her fingers with Hiccup's as she saw mother and son meet gazes. Stoick had one large arm wrapped around Valka when he walked over to Hiccup and Astrid. The chief was too happy to speak properly so he just wrapped his free arm around Hiccup and pulled his family into a bear hug before dragging them off to their ancestral home. Hiccup cast a quick glance back to Astrid which told her all she needed to know: _come_.

Astrid jogged after the chief, who despite carrying two people, was quite spry in his step. It took less than a minute for him to get up the hill in the center of the village and find his house. Astrid reassured Hiccup that she would be there for him through their soul bond. She knew he was nervous about being in his own home. It would be the first time since he left nearly fifteen years ago. He hadn't set foot in it once since he returned to Berk. She would be there to support him.

Stoick practically kicked down the door as he stormed into his house and deposited his wife and son at a large square table in the center of the main room. He quickly started a fire and fetched three, and then four, as he saw Astrid join them, tankards of mead. Valka sat at one end of the table while Stoick sat at the other. Hiccup and Astrid sat next to each other, quite closely, near Stoick's end of the table. He was the lesser of the two evils in the young couple's minds. Stoick didn't seem to notice, but Valka cast the two a curious glance.

"I-I can't believe, after all this time, you're still alive… I don't know how I didn't see it sooner! As soon as I knew the truth about dragons I should have sent search parties out, of course they wouldn't have harmed you!" Stoick said happily. "Where have you been all these years, Val?"

Valka dragged her eyes away from her son to look at her husband. She knew this would be hard but she was determined to see it through. Coughing to clear her throat, Valka began her story. "That night, Berk was under attack from a nearby nest with a hostile queen. Cloudjumper, the dragon who took me, was passing with a flight of dragons from his own nest when the attack occurred. They tried to keep the dragons who were attacking from killing too many people and in the process Cloudjumper was knocked into our home. He saw Hiccup and was... playing with him," Valka said, taking a small break to take a large drink of mead. She needed a little liquid courage.

"When I saw him near Hiccup I panicked and ran to his defense. Cloudjumper spotted me and I knew instantly something was different— do you…?" Valka asked.

Astrid chose to answer the unspoken question. "Yes, Stoick knows about the bond. He is one of the few in the village who do," she answered.

Valka inclined her head in thanks. "Cloudjumper and I bonded almost immediately. When you charged in, he panicked and thought I was in danger so he took me and fled the island. Since then, I've been living with him in his nest to the north. I've been working to broker peace between dragons and humans as well as fighting the dragon trappers ever since," she concluded quickly.

Stoick sat on the edge of his seat, eying his wife and waiting for the next part of the story like a child might. Valka took a shaky breath. "Stoick… I can't imagine you know much of the details of the bond, but that is what made me stay away. I realized soon after that I would not grow old as you do. Look at us. I am still in my youth, and your beard is already graying. Staying away from Berk was the hardest thing I've ever done in my life. I couldn't bare to return to a home where Cloudjumper would be hunted and I would watch my friends and family die to the slow decay of time," she said with tears shining in her eyes.

Stoick cast a quick glance at his son and Astrid, asking them to confirm what she had said. He knew they shared a special bond with their dragons, more so than the other riders of Berk, but he was uneducated in the magic of it all. Hiccup grinded his teeth as he willed his jaw to work. "It's true… _father_, the bond keeps us alive far longer than normal. Stormcutter's live for thousands of years. Astrid and I will live for tens of thousands, if not more," he answered.

Stoick looked awed but it was Valka who was truly shocked. "What do you mean? Nadders live for only a thousand, maybe two thousand years! How could she live as long as you and your Night Fury?" she asked.

Hiccup and Astrid cursed at the same time in their minds at the woman's intelligence. They didn't even think about being careful with what they said. They didn't really consider Valka a rider, and she most definitely was.

"It was a figure of speech. I was speaking from my own perspective," Hiccup lied effortlessly with a silver tongue. Astrid was amazed at how convincing he sounded. Without their soul bond, she would never have known.

Valka eyed the two of them before returning to her story. "At first, I lived at Cloudjumper's nest for some time. When the dragon trappers appeared, I began to fight them and free as many dragons as I could. It was only recently, when the warlord who was controlling them, Drago, died that they began to step up their efforts. Now, Eret the First controls the army of dragon trappers and is determined to subjugate my nest. I have been leading a small group of dragons to help me defeat them and release any dragons that were captured. I guess this has earned me a title and the attention of whatever order our son belongs to," she said, giving Hiccup another look.

Astrid felt his anger spike at being called _their_ son. She slided closer to him and placed a reassuring hand on his thigh below the table. Hiccup swallowed his pride. "You are a bonded rider and wield power beyond what mere mortals should wield. The Order thinks you will, or have, abused that power with the war against the trappers. We were sent to investigate and bring you into the fold," Hiccup said icily.

Valka nodded and accepted the logic of the situation. "I assure you that I have not abused my power. I've only ever strived to save the dragons from the trappers. Surely you don't think your own mother would be capable of such a thing?" Valka asked sagely.

All the anger that Astrid had tempered instantly came back with a vengeance. "You are not my mother," Hiccup spat vehemently

Valka looked like she had been slapped but quickly schooled her features into one of acceptance. She knew she had no right to call herself a mother after all these years. Many times she had dreamed of this very moment, coming back to find her family. Those dreams always ended as nightmares as she was scorned by the ones she loved the most: her husband and son. Now her nightmares had come to life.

Stoick was red in the face and angry. Seeing that nothing good could come of his presence any longer, Hiccup quickly stood and headed for the door. Astrid was right behind him. The two of them jogged at a brisk pace, which would have been faster than most grown men's sprints, and quickly found their way back to the Hofferson home. Astrid's clan was absent, either helping prepare the Great Hall for the celebrations or joining in on them early.

Hiccup paced back and forth in the guest room, or his room, as Astrid now referred to it as. "Hiccup…" she cooed assuringly, trying to get him to calm down.

Hiccup suddenly stopped in his pacing and Astrid felt a stream of ideas flow through his mind. "Let's just leave, tomorrow. We've accomplished our mission for the Order, Valka is no threat to the stability of Midgard. I just have one more thing to do here and then we can leave and go back to Alfheim," Hiccup said resolutely.

"What thing?" Astrid asked. She felt the answer float to the fore of his mind and Hiccup struggled to suppress the urge to hide it from her. In the end, Hiccup's will prevailed much to Astrid's pride.

"Father wants me to speak to the trappers, to bring them back to our side. Without Drago to control them for us, they have run rampant and are no longer following orders," Hiccup answered quietly.

"Drago was working for you?" Astrid exclaimed, surprised.

"Well, yeah. He was easy to control. He had a bad childhood with dragons, they took one of his arms. All we had to do was offer him a little power, the Bewilderbeast, and teach him how to control unbonded dragons. He controlled the trappers and the army we have on Midgard," Hiccup said, fully trusting Astrid as per his promise with her.

"But… you killed him, why?" Astrid asked, not understanding why Hiccup would kill one of his own allies.

Hiccup gave Astrid a look that told her she should have been able to figure that out on her own. "You were on the island, of course. That was the only excuse I needed, really. Drago was a pawn, and I am Loki's son. It should be easy to see which of our lives is more important. Drago made the mistake of attacking Berk in his vendetta for power. He had mistaken the gifts we bestowed upon him with his own abilities and he paid for it with his life," he answered. Astrid blushed at his reasoning.

"Astrid… the soul bond won't let me leave your presence for more than an hour or two at a time. I need you to come with me when I talk with the dragon trappers. You won't be in danger nor will you have to do anything and I will make sure your identity stays anonymous. After that, we can head north and back through the World Gate," Hiccup said.

Astrid nodded. She wanted to go back to Alfheim too. The days spent with Hiccup cooped up in his house after her injury were some of the happiest of her short life. It was almost like they were married. At that thought, her blush intensified again. "Okay," she agreed.

Hiccup gave her a lopsided grin in response. Astrid grinned in return and padded over to him and embraced him. Hiccup leaned down and captured her lips in a passionate kiss. Astrid returned his affections and began to tug at his tunic, eager to discard the annoying garment, as she pushed him back towards the small guest bed.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid awoke early the next morning to the sight of an unruly mop of auburn hair obscuring her vision. Smiling, she snaked her hands up and began to put short braids in it. She had put the first braid in on impulse but when Hiccup didn't take it out until he bathed she was encouraged to add more. Hiccup stirred in his sleep but did not wake. The soul bond reassured him that he was in no danger in his lover's arms. As he stirred, one of the furs they had been sleeping under fell away revealing a toned chest.<p>

Astrid chewed on her lower lip at the sight. She had discovered that she greatly preferred a lithe body, like Hiccup's, to the more bulky form of the Vikings that she had been raised to idolize. Putting the final knot in the last braid, Astrid leaned in close to kiss Hiccup and wake him up. Astrid could barely contain her giggles as Hiccup returned her kiss while still being mostly asleep. A few minutes later, when the need to breathe became apparent, Hiccup's eyes snapped open and their lips parted. "Time to wake up," Astrid whispered in a sultry tone.

Hiccup let out a content sigh before kicking off the furs and finding his pants. Astrid did the same as they quickly dressed for the day. Both of them prayed to whatever god may be that the Hofferson clan was not awake or at least too drunk to notice the two of them coming out together. Hiccup finished first, strapping both of his swords to his hips. He kneeled down and rummaged through his leather pack for a few seconds until he withdrew a small leather pouch.

With a wave of his hand, he transfigured a wooden bowl from the floor and filled it with water from the atmosphere. He withdrew two dried herbs from the pouch and several small crystal vials. He threw both herbs into the bowl of water and with another wave of his hand the potion was brought to a boil. Five minutes later, Hiccup flicked his hand and the potion flew into the vials. Astrid watched with curiosity at what potion Hiccup was making.

Hiccup stood and placed all but one of the vials in the leather pouch which was returned to his pack. Hiccup faced Astrid and sheepishly handed her the potion. Astrid looked confused. "What's this for?" she asked, not understanding.

Hiccup had the decency to blush. "It's for, um, you know…" he said vaguely, gesturing below Astrid's belt.

Astrid blushed violently. "Oh," she whispered before downing the potion and returning the vial to Hiccup, not daring to look him in the eyes. Astrid wished she had payed more attention to the contraceptive potion in that book she had been reading on Alfheim. She thought she would die of embarassment if Hiccup had to brew it for her again.

Together, Hiccup and Astrid quietly descended the stairs to the ground floor of the Hofferson home. They were as silent as the dead, their footsteps muffled by years of training. The first thing they heard were the loud snores of Bjorn, Astrid's father. Sharing a quick smile with each other, they slipped out the front door with no one the wiser.

Toothless and Stormfly, privy to their riders' plans, were awake and eager to get flying. The rest of Berk was still in a drunken stupor and didn't notice their two heroes slip off into the dawn. The trappers hailed from a small island nation to the southeast of Berk where they were ruled over by a king. Their kingdom was small but they produced some of the finest dragon fighters and trappers alive. The flight only took them eight hours by dragonback where it would normally take weeks by ship.

It was shortly after noon when Hiccup and Astrid landed in a small cove on the outskirts of the island. "So, what's the plan?" Astrid asked as she dismounted from Stormfly.

Hiccup gave her a look as if regarding her for one of his sketches. With a wave of his hand, Astrid's appearance seemed to age. A few moments later, Astrid looked like the mirror image of her mother, Ingrid, albeit one that glowed with the inner power of magic that she possessed. Astrid peered into a nearby puddle to examine her features. "Not bad," she commented, pleased with how an older Astrid looked. Maybe she would get to see this face for real in several thousand years.

"_This way," _Hiccup said, speaking through their soul bond. The two of them made their way inland, eventually reaching the largest, and only, city on the island. A quick leap took them nearly fifty feet into the air as they sailed gracefully over the walls meant to keep invaders out. Another jump and they danced across rooftops, making their way to the large keep at the center of the city. It took Hiccup and Astrid less than a minute to get to the keep from the wall. They jumped down into a courtyard filled with flowers and trees before walking up to the front doors like they owned the place.

The large wooden double doors moved on oiled hinges as Hiccup pushed them open to allow them entrance. Almost immediately two guards wielding pikes approached them. They dropped before they could make a noise. Astrid thought they were dead at first and rushed to check on them only to find them sleeping peacefully. Hiccup gave her a knowing smirk for not trusting in him.

The two of them worked their way through the keep until at last they came to a large archway that led into a throne room. Hiccup and Astrid could see various court officials going about their business inside as servants fled back and forth to do their master's bidding. At the fore of the room, seated on a large stone throne, was the man they had come to see. Eret I, commander of the trappers. Standing at his side in a rigid pose was, what they assumed, the man's son. He was the spitting image of his father.

Hiccup stood taller and Astrid watched as his demeanor changed until it felt wild and dangerous. His illusion magic began to work, changing his clothes into a regal suit of leather armor colored royal green with black leather. Golden plates of metal acted as vambraces, pauldrons, and greaves. Astrid thought he looked… otherworldly, and she guessed that was the look he was going for.

Hiccup strode confidently into the throne room. Astrid followed behind him at a respectable distance, intending to look like a loyal retainer. As Hiccup moved through the throne room, Eret I took notice of the new arrivals. Before he could call for his guards to intervene, the people in the room began to fall over and fall asleep. He quieted at the display of magic instantly. The last court official dropped into blissful unconsciousness as Hiccup stopped walking before the foot of the throne. The only person he left awake was the man's son who, despite his best efforts, could not hide his fear.

Hiccup gave a cold look between Eret I and his son before breaking into a feral smirk. "Greetings, _King_ Eret," Hiccup said, his voice smooth, baritone, and alluring. Astrid found his tone seductive but she guessed he was going for powerful considering she was the only woman in the room. She could also hear the sarcasm in his voice as he said the man's title.

Despite the overwhelming urge to curse the interlopers in his kingdom, Eret I refrained, especially after the display of magic and the attire of the man in front of him. "And what do I owe the pleasure?" Eret I asked his guests through gritted teeth.

Hiccup quirked an eyebrow and began lazily walking around the throne room, eying the various heralds and tapestries hung on display. "I would think you would show more hospitality to your lord," Hiccup said confidently.

Astrid bit the inside of her cheek as the vein on Eret I's forehead bulged. "I am Vrangr, son of Loki," Hiccup continued on. At that revelation, Eret I instantly calmed his rage. He was much better than his son at hiding his fear.

Deciding it would not do well to anger a son of a god, Eret I relented. "I greet thee… Lord Vrangr. I am Eret I, commander of the dragon trappers. This is my son and heir, Eret II," the man said, gesturing to his son standing next to the throne.

Hiccup ignored the greetings and continued on. "It has come to my father's attention that your loyalties no longer lay with us. You served Drago faithfully as one of his inner circle, you agreed to assist us with the taking of Midgard. Now, with Drago dead, it seems that you think you have been freed from your oaths?" he asked as he ran a finger down the royal heraldry and gave Eret I a curious look.

Eret I had the overwhelming urge to swallow but refrained out of fear of looking weak or intimidated. He knew the following conversation would likely determine his and his House's fate. He doubted he, or any in Midgard, could fight a son of Loki and survive. Despite that… he knew that if he bent his knee here his House would forever be nothing more than a pawn in the great game that the trickster god was playing. Mustering his courage, he uttered what he feared would be the last words of his life. "Our agreement with Drago ended the moment he died. He was your champion on Midgard, not us. In the wake of his death and the lack of leadership, we have consolidated the power of the dragon trapper's army. We owe you nothing," Eret I said as confidently as he could.

Hiccup let out a maniacal laugh and caused a spark of sickly emerald fire to catch the royal heraldry, setting it ablaze. "Don't you see? You've done exactly as we wanted, even if you didn't know it. You are now in Drago's position. You will serve as the commander of our army in the region using your dragon trappers as warriors. You will submit to us, or I will kill every man, woman, and child on this island," Hiccup said darkly.

"You wouldn't," Eret I said with growing confidence, "you need us to fight for you. If you kill me they have no commander, and if you kill their families they won't fight for you. They would rather die."

Hiccup was passed annoyed, he was angry. This simple minded fool only had to bend his knee and submit to Loki and he and Astrid could leave and return to Alfheim. Instead, he refuses to submit and also raised some very accurate counters to his plan of brutally killing everyone who wouldn't submit to him. Eret I was right. He couldn't kill him and he couldn't kill the people of the kingdom. He needed an army and the trappers were the best army in the north. "You will regret crossing us, oathbreaker," Hiccup uttered before Eret I and Eret II fell to the ground, sound asleep.

"Let's go," Hiccup said irritably to Astrid as the two of them stalked back out of the keep and into the courtyard before retracing their steps all the way back to the cove where Toothless and Stormfly were waiting for them.

Astrid cast a worried glance over to Hiccup who was deep in thought on Toothless' back as they flew through the skies. _"What are you going to do?"_ she asked through their soul bond.

Hiccup looked up from his musings and over to her before smirking. _"It's simple, really. I can't do anything to them, but I know someone who can and will if given the chance. Once she has disposed of Eret I, I can put Eret II on the throne. He would be easily controlled and would submit to father's command,"_ Hiccup explained.

Astrid's instantly knew who Hiccup was talking about. Valka. His own mother, even if he didn't consider her as such. He was going to use Valka and her army of dragons to fight the trappers and depose Eret I. _"Relax, I'll make sure as few people and dragons die as possible. If only he could have seen reason, we could have been halfway to the World Gate by now,"_ Hiccup commented.

Astrid nodded and suppressed her worry at what Hiccup was planning. She trusted that he would see things through, he had never failed her before.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup and Astrid landed back on Berk later that evening to a crowd of anxious and worried villagers who had been searching for them since the previous night. Bjorn and Ingrid were especially distressed, fearing that their daughter had left them again without saying goodbye. It took the both of them nearly an hour to convince the village that they were simply on official business and that they were not leaving, not yet, anyway. Reluctantly accepting the excuse, the villagers filed back into the Great Hall to continue celebrating the return of Valka.<p>

Gobber didn't buy Hiccup's excuse. He was privy to the outburst he had before he and Astrid up and left in the dead of night. So it was to his great surprise when Hiccup and Astrid followed at the rear of the procession to the Great Hall. Gobber didn't think Hiccup would want to face his father or mother again so soon. Apparently, he was wrong.

Astrid snaked her right arm through Hiccup's left in a loving gesture as they walked up the hill to the Great Hall. Most of the villagers were too drunk to notice or remember, and even if they were, it was worth the risk with how nervous Hiccup was about manipulating his mother into getting rid of the trappers. Hiccup looked down at her and smiled before giving her arm a squeeze.

When they reached the top of the hill, they broke their embrace and entered the Great Hall confidently. They had to duck as a large man was bodily thrown by three others out the front door before the three men burst into laughter and took long drinks from their tankards. No Viking celebration is complete without the traditional drunken brawl. Hiccup and Astrid both gave them cold looks, causing the three men to shrink and find a quiet corner of the hall to continue drinking.

Hiccup and Astrid weaved through the throngs of villagers to the fore of the room and the long table where the elders sat, along with Stoick and Valka. They took their seats near the middle of the table, sitting next to each other. A cook brought out two tankards, one for each of them. The food was already gone for the night, devoured by the mob of people. Every man, woman, and child on Berk was at this celebration. Even the hermits.

The table quieted and descended into an uncomfortable silence for a few moments before returning to their light conversation. Valka looked at the people seated at the table and sighed. Elders who were men her father's age before she left, not including Gothi, of course, the old bat was too stubborn to die. Valka liked that about her. Her husband, who now looked old enough to be her father, while she remained young and in the prime of her life. Her son, who hated her for not coming back for him, and his lover, if her suspicions were correct. From the cold glances Astrid gave her, Valka assumed that she shared Hiccup's opinion of her. Good, Valka thought. If she loved Hiccup enough to hate her for leaving him, she loved him a lot.

Most of the table's occupants were unsure of how to speak to Valka and so refrained from doing so altogether. The only exceptions being Stoick and Gothi. It was to Valka's great surprise when the person she least expected struck up conversation with her. "So… _mother_, how were you planning to deal with the dragon trappers?" Hiccup asked quietly. Many at the table choked on their words seeing mother and son talk so friendly once more but quickly recovered and returned to their own conversation.

Valka was as equally surprised, especially at hearing him call her mother. Clearing her throat, she answered, "The trappers are determined to see the dragons in the north subjugated. I have the support of my nest's alpha and a small army of several hundred dragons. Should they be foolish enough to come north once more, it is the last thing they will ever do."

Hiccup hummed in thought dramatically. "Astrid and I flew south and were very nearly attacked by some trappers who were in the process of securing several new catches from their traps. I don't think it would be wise to wait for them to come north," Hiccup lied effortlessly with a silver tongue. Valka didn't notice. Astrid was still surprised by Hiccup's ability to lie so easily. She wondered if it was a form of magic. After all, his father was the trickster god, Loki. Maybe he taught his son a thing or two? Probably.

Valka seemed distressed at this. "Where were they catching these dragons?" she asked.

Hiccup pondered in thought for a moment. "I believe it was called…" he hesitated, slightly embarrassed at saying the name, "Itchy Armpit?"

Valka laughed lightly. "Viking naming convention could use some work," she commented.

Hiccup couldn't help but crack a smile at that. At least his mother was intelligent if nothing else. "What kinds of dragons were they taking?" Valka asked, her worried expression back.

"It looked like some Timberjacks, maybe a Whispering Death or two," Hiccup lied, again.

This time it was Valka's turn to hum in thought. "And you said they attacked you?" she asked to confirm.

"Yes. They had some sort of wooden fort with catapults to launch razor nets. I would've attacked them but I didn't think it would be fair to kill them all," Hiccup lied.

Valka was deep in thought for the next ten minutes. Hiccup returned his attention to Astrid as the two of them drank and had a private conversation through their soul bond about whatever caught their fancy. The whole time they were silently gazing into each other's eyes. When they returned their attention to the table, it was to knowing smirks and twinkling eyes.

"So…" Gobber said, speaking up at least with a slight slur, "when di' tha two o' you lovebirds git togetha'?"

Hiccup and Astrid realized what they had been doing and quickly assumed the most nondescript pose they could. "What?" they asked at the same time, their soul bond influencing their actions. The smirks around the table grew. Stoick's and Valka's were the biggest. Hiccup and Astrid groaned, knowing they were caught.

Valka took pity on her son. It was the least she could do and now at least her suspicions were confirmed. She had a daughter-in-law! Or would, soon, she hoped. "I believe you are right, Hiccup. I can't afford to wait for the trappers to come north. Too many innocent dragons would be maimed, killed, or captured while I idle. I will make preparations to fly south and take the war to them," she said resolutely.

That seemed to take the table's attention off the young lovers. "What! You can't just go off on your own, Val!" Stoick exclaimed. "Give me a few days and I'll have the whole army of Berk ready to sail. We'll help you beat these foul men back to whence they came. The dragons are as much a part of our lives as they are yours now and it is only a matter of time before they come to Berk."

Valka was hesitant to allow her family to be brought into her battle but one look at Stoick and she knew it was hopeless. He would sail into the mouth of Helheim itself if that was where she was going. Hiccup was surprised by this development, but it was not an unwelcome one. If anything, it gave him more sway on who replaced Eret I as king.

"And of course, Hiccup and Astrid will be there to help us as well! With the four of us, nothing can stand in our way!" Stoick said, raising his tankard for a toast. The table's occupants raised their tankards and applauded their approval.

"Actually," Hiccup said, speaking up, "Astrid and I can't fight. The Order does not allow us to get involved in battles over land nor titles. As much as we would love to fight, we can't. We've sworn oaths against doing so. We can, however, lend support in other ways. Healers, strategists, messengers. That sort of thing."

Stoick's grin faltered before returning once more. "Of course! Just having the two of you with us will be a big boost to morale. Any other help you can provide is just a bonus," he said resolutely.

Hiccup smirked slightly and raised his own tankard before taking a small sip of the bitter drink. The conversation at the table returned to lighter topics, now devoid of its earlier awkwardness. Hiccup and Astrid returned to their private conversation, talking about changes they would have to make to their tree home on Alfheim when they got there. Astrid was adamant about moving into Hiccup's room and knocking out one of the walls to make it bigger. And a much larger bed.

The night went on and the drinking continued until people began to pass out on the floor, on tables, under tables, in the rafters, on each other— some not fully clothed, either. Hiccup and Astrid left before things got too wild and returned to the Hofferson clan home and their respective rooms. Although Astrid wanted to spend another night with Hiccup, but she was seriously considering honorable suicide if Hiccup had to make her another contraceptive potion. She would have to get to ahold of a potions tome as soon as possible.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The next morning, or to be more specific, the next late afternoon, after everyone had awoken from their drunken stupor, Stoick put out the word that the Vikings of Berk were heading out for a good old fashioned raid. Every man worth his salt volunteered while the riders were ordered to stay back and defend the village while they were gone. The fleet was readied, which took another three days. During those three days, Valka and Cloudjumper ventured north to retrieve their army of dragons. They returned sometime in the night on the second day and took the third day to rest before flying south with the fleet on the fourth day.<p>

It took nearly a week and a half for the combined army to reach the kingdom of the trappers on account of flying slow enough for the ships to keep up. Hiccup and Astrid were perfectly content with the pace as they enjoyed each other's company. Despite knowing each other since they were children, their romantic relationship had only begun the month prior although there was plenty of tension in the past two years. As such, there were some things that friends didn't talk about that lovers did. The both of them took great joy in learning things about the other that they would have never otherwise known. Sometimes they would talk about Berk, before either of them left. Sometimes they would talk about Hiccup's past. Sometimes they would discuss the finer points of magic and swordsmanship.

Other times they would talk about their ambitions in life. Astrid was surprised that, before Hiccup had bonded with Toothless, he had wanted to become an artist. She knew he could draw, very well in her own opinion, but most of what he drew was schematics for weapons of war. Hiccup admitted that although he enjoyed blacksmithing and was well versed in creating such weapons, he only did so to prove he was one of them. When he left, there wasn't any reason to continue— and when he discovered magic, even more so.

Astrid confided in him her childhood struggles to prove herself and her family after her uncle Finn's "disgrace." To Hiccup, Astrid was the strongest person he knew, and her admitting her insecurities was something of an eye opener. He had known about her uncle Finn and had given the knowledge freely about the Flightmare when he had first returned but he never knew the depth of her drive to prove herself to be the best.

On the twelfth day, the fleet came to a stop at a small island to make camp for the night. Far to the south, in the dying light of the dusk, the trapper's island was visible. Tomorrow, Berk would go to war.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Sorry about the shorter chapter. It's summer, you can't blame me! Also, for the people pestering me for updates: my chapters are quite long in comparison to other's, and my updates are also much quicker. I have yet to see a story in this fandom that updates weekly with 8-10k word chapters every week. The updates come when they come, and no amount of messaging me to hurry up will make them go faster.

There were a few unanswered questions that were answered this chapter, namely who Drago was and why he was working for Loki and why Hiccup killed him. A couple readers pointed this out to me, and that was left purposely out to be answered in this story arc. Now you know!

We also saw the return of Valka, a character who I have been planning on introducing since this story's first chapter wasn't even published yet. I always disliked how in the movie Hiccup just casually accepts Valka back into his life after she knowingly and willfully never returned despite being perfectly capable of doing so. To me, personally, I would have been pissed off. Hiccup's reaction captures this and his relationship with his mother will be a rocky one. She is also one of the members of the "A-team" that will be formed later on. Look forward to it! For those who didn't catch it, Valka is not old! She is young, in similar appearance to Hiccup and Astrid. The bond keeps her youthful (as you all well know).

Hiccup and Astrid's relationship deepened this chapter and Berk has begun to catch on little by little. I'm not sure if I want their relationship to be public knowledge beyond their close friends and families. We'll see.

Regardless… I've been thinking about the next story arc as this one comes to a close. Berk has about another 2 chapters, maybe 3 if I push it, before Hiccup and Astrid return to Alfheim. After which there will be a substantial timeskip. I'm thinking ten years. Who knows, maybe less. When we return, Hiccup and Astrid will be journeying to Asgard (here we go!) and Vanaheim. In Asgard, we see Hiccup and Thor headbutt, and in Vanaheim, we meet the family that Hiccup helped save prior to returning to Berk. We'll also pick up our next major OC here. Auriel will be accompanying them, at least I think she will. We'll see. I have yet to make up my mind.

**As always, suggestions and requests for the next story arc are appreciated! **Thanks for reading and I hope you guys enjoyed this chapter. A special thanks to all my reviewers, you guys rock!

- Musica


	25. A Game of Thrones

The combined armies of Berk and Valka made camp on a small deserted island near the trapper's kingdom which could be seen in the distance, a dot on the horizon of the dying light of dusk. The dragons were uneasy and restless in preparation for battle, the men even more so.

Hiccup and Astrid made their own camp away from the rest of the army, on account of wanting some privacy and the fact that their dragons were far larger than normal. Valka was similar camped out a few hundred yards away. Hiccup erected wards for the night— to keep out the elements, to prevent any noise made from leaving their camp, and to prevent unwanted ears and eyes from prying. Their bed was a simple but comfortable roll of fur and pillows filled with expensive feathers from a bird that lives on Alfheim, rumored to be the softest in creation.

Both lovers curled into each other's embrace on the roll. Most would have assumed they would spend the night lost in the throes of their passion, but Hiccup and Astrid had a specific goal for that night that didn't involve their bodies, but their souls. They both closed their eyes, and when they opened them again, they were standing face to face with each other in their combined mindscape.

Hiccup gave Astrid a lopsided smile, a mannerism she found quite attractive, from his half of their shared mind. The gray monochrome cathedral was standing behind him in the distance, but the usual stormy skies were clear with rays rays of sunlight bleeding over from Astrid's half.

Astrid returned the smile and walked over from her half of their shared mind and two of them walked hand in hand lovingly to the cathedral in the distance. They made short work of the journey, as they were not physically walking, but mentally.

Astrid remembered the last time she had been this deep inside Hiccup's mind, that night on Nidavellir when Hiccup had scolded her for invading his privacy. As they neared the cathedral, her eyes caught on the door. It was the most interesting part of his mind and Astrid had felt somewhat guilty for seeing so deep into Hiccup's life. Now, it seemed like a moot point, but she was still interested in what had changed. Hiccup seemed to realize what she wanted and felt no qualms in obliging her. He had known what was carved on the door, after all, it was a part of him. If his other half wanted to know, she could.

Astrid beheld the large gray stone doors that made the entrance of the cathedral. They were as fascinating as last time, if not more so, because of the changes. The wandering path started at the base of the door where a village, Berk, was depicted. Berk was small and inconsequential, it was simply the start of the path. Nothing more, nothing less. The path continued up the door until it came to the younger version of herself, which Astrid had seen last time. No changes there. Hiccup had loved her during their childhood and he loved her now. A short ways after the young Astrid was the large etching of Toothless that took up most of the door at that level. Above that was Hiccup in his elven form, holding Allrbani skyward in a heroic pose. No changes there, either.

It was what was after Toothless and Hiccup's elven form that had changed. Where previously there was a cloaked man with his face hidden holding Allrbani, there was now the same cloaked man, except his hood was down and another man was standing behind with his hand resting on the cloaked man's shoulder in a fatherly gesture of affection. Astrid immediately recognized the cloaked man as Hiccup, now that the hood was removed, and the man standing behind him was Loki, whose face she knew from her visions. If Astrid had to guess, she would have said that the cloaked man represented Hiccup joining Loki and betraying the Order and the light alliance.

But, above that, was what came after. Astrid had no words. Etched into the door, covering several tens of feet, was an incredibly detailed and magical image of Hiccup and Astrid sharing a kiss. The image seemed to glow with an otherworldly magical power that could not be explained. The lines of the their bodies glowed a beautiful translucent sea-blue— a mixture of their emerald and sapphire colored magic. Astrid knew that it was this way because of their soul bond, a love that would stretch beyond time and space and even death itself. They would forever be intertwined, in this world, and the next.

With great effort, Astrid managed to tear her eyes from the beautiful etching and follow the path upwards. The door was blank from there on up, yet to be written, and continued until it reached the top of the doors where it split into two separate paths. Which _was _different than last time. Like before, one of the paths, the left one, led to a brilliant star that glowed faintly with white light. The other path, the right one, led to a small mural of Hiccup and Astrid sharing another kiss. The path then continued on passed them, growing into the walls of the cathedral itself, where Astrid lost it.

The doors swung inward silently at their approach, sensing their master. Hiccup and Astrid made their way to the very core of the cathedral where Hiccup sat down on the floor and crossed his legs. "Remember, if you think that I'm not well— for any reason— pull me out," Hiccup said to Astrid.

"I got it," Astrid said as she rolled her eyes and took a seat on one of the nearby benches. Hiccup nodded his head and closed his eyes. As he did, the organ behind him began playing its dark symphony. A moment later, Hiccup was standing on the ocean of his arcane energy. A moment after that, he was standing once more in the Realm Eternal— his first foray into the afterlife since he confronted the Guardians.

Hiccup immediately dropped into a defensive stance and his head swivelled as he checked the immediate area for any Guardians, especially the one that had confronted him last time. Seeing none, he immediately turned to a random direction and began walking aimlessly, letting his feet carry him where they will. As he walked he contemplated how different he felt now. He usually felt so cold and weightless in the afterlife. Now, after his soul bond with Astrid, he felt more real, more warm, more anchored to the real. If he was ever to succeed in his quest, today would be the first step. Hiccup just knew it.

Time was meaningless as he walked and eventually he felt the pressure begin to build and knew he was close. Strangely, the pressure was not as oppressing as it usually was. Hiccup thought nothing of it and continued on, figuring that it would change as he got closer to the Anomaly. Eventually, after what seemed to be a lifetime, Hiccup stopped. What he saw was beyond all comprehension. So euphoric was his discovery that he fell over, laughing joyfully.

He had been looking down at his boots, the only thing in the endless expanse of white void that was the afterlife. The pressure had not changed since he had begun his walk and he thought nothing of his destination since he knew that there would be much resistance when he was close. Therefore, it came to his surprise when his boot struck a strange object. It took Hiccup a few moments before he could identify what the object was. It was the Anomaly. The object of his fascination for years and he had simply stumbled upon it accidentally. Hel, he might have missed it entirely had he not been looking down.

But, more than the knowledge that this was the Anomaly, was what the Anomaly actually was. It was something he knew. Something that was present in almost every city, town, village, and home in all the nine realms.

It was a Step. A simple structure designed to ascend or descend from one place to another. And it was the thing he had longed most to see. Now that he realized what he was looking at, he could see the beginning of another Step forming after the first. With great effort of will, Hiccup tried to lift his head to look at the next Step. The pressure returned with a vengeance and wouldn't allow Hiccup to gaze upon the next Step. Hiccup smirked. That was fine. He was more than content to look at the first Step for his entire time.

It was a strange thing, made from seemingly nothing, and yet everything at the same time. The Step simply was. It wasn't made of stone or metal or wood or any other material Hiccup could name. It simply seemed to be made from the very fabric of creation. It glowed with a soft white light that spoke of power. Hiccup just smiled, glad that his quest had proven fate, not folly.

Hiccup nearly jumped out of his skin when a hand was placed on his shoulder. "Astrid, don't do that—" he was saying, before he glanced down at the hand touching him. It was made of long tendrils of black smoke that felt colder than the coldest ice. Shivers wracked Hiccup's spine as he leapt away from the ghastly form of a Guardian. And not just any Guardian, _the_ Guardian. He still looked as terrifying as when Hiccup had first met him, a long serrated sword hung at the creature's hips and a long necklace of human skulls around his neck.

The Guardian shook his head as if he was disappointed in a child's actions. Which, to it, Hiccup probably was. "Foolish mortal. I have warned you and yet you continue on. Do you not fear for your soul? Do you not fear for the soul of your other half? Abandon thy quest, lest you be destroyed completely and eternally," the Guardian said sadly.

Hiccup was about to question what the Guardian meant when he felt another hand grasp his shoulder and pull him hard. Thankfully, this hand was a human hand. One he knew very intimately. Astrid's hand. A moment later, Hiccup opened his eyes to the ceiling of the cathedral with a very worried looking Astrid kneeling beside him.

"I'm fine," he said, answering her unspoken question. "Your turn, then?"

"Yeah. Same deal, although I should be fine," Astrid said before taking a seat in the amphitheatre of the cathedral. Normally she used the entrance in her own sea of arcane energy to reach the Realm Eternal but since she and Hiccup were soul mates, she should be able to use his just as easily.

Astrid gasped as she opened her eyes and beheld the massive ocean of emerald water below her feet. Hiccup easily had several, if not tens of times, more arcane energy than she did. Stifling her surprise, and a little pride, she easily found the small pearl at the bottom of the ocean and found herself standing in the white void of the afterlife.

Hiccup was more open with her about his past and his feelings regarding certain subjects he otherwise would never have spoken on, but Astrid was still curious. It was one thing to be told, it was another to see. She wanted to see what his life was like in the ten years he spent away from Berk. Only this time, she didn't want answers. She had answers. This time she wanted to see something good, something _happy_.

At that thought, the familiar form of a not-Hiccup appeared and Astrid casually walked over and touched its form before being dragged into another vision. Astrid's ears were immediately assaulted by the very loud, and very bad, singing of several people. Wincing at the volume, Astrid looked around the room she was in. It was a long hall, easily one hundred feet in length, with several large wooden tables scattered throughout. Men and women of various races sat at each of the tables, adding their voices to the song. In the middle of the room was the largest table of all— at which, sat five people. Four of which she recognized: Hiccup, Loki, Fenrir, and Narfi. The last was a strikingly beautiful elven woman who had features Astrid had never seen before.

She seemed to be cut down the middle. On one side, her skin was a pale alabaster color of the purest white, like snow. On the other, she was a calming shade of charcoal gray. Her ears were long, longer than Hiccup's, and ended in sharp points. The eye on her dark side was black where the whites of her eyes should have been. Astrid saw another strange feature, her irises were different colors— one an icey blue, the other a sparkling green. Her hair was two colors as well, blonde on the light side, and black on the dark.

The singing and ambient music quieted as Loki stood and raised his hands. "My friends," he said in a grandiose tone, "I thank you all for coming. On this day, we celebrate my only daughter's three hundred and eighteenth name day!"

At that, a round of cheers and applause echoed around the room. Astrid gasped as she realized who the woman was. The only daughter of Loki, Hel. Hel blushed at her father's words, a strange thing as the blush was only visible on her light side— her dark skin tone hiding it on the other side of her face. "It is dangerous times for us all," Loki said, drawing Astrid from her thoughts, "many of our friends and allies do not live to see their name days in recent times. We should cherish days like these, for they are few and far in between, and precious beyond words. Thank you."

Another round of applause and cheers went up as servants began to file into the room and put down platters of food and drink on the tables. Astrid couldn't hold her laughter in as a team of no less than fifteen servants began depositing what had to have been an entire cow in front of Fenrir. Her laughter intensified as Hiccup, Narfi, and Hel shared an affectionate look before shaking their heads. Fenrir paid them no attention and dug in, tearing at his meal with astonishing speed.

Hiccup took a long drink of some kind of alcoholic beverage because Astrid could almost feel the burn in his throat through the vision. Across from the table, Narfi quirked an eyebrow before raising his glass in a mock toast and quickly downing the contents. His face scrunched up as the liquid burned his throat. A musical chuckle drew Astrid's attention to the head of the table where Hel was hiding her giggles behind her hands.

"Happy name day, little sister," Narfi and Hiccup said as one.

"Thank you— but I think I'm your big sister, _little brother_," Hel quipped, directing her last words to Hiccup.

"You're the only sister I have, so that makes you the little sister," Hiccup said in response before taking another, much smaller, drink of the potent beverage.

"You're too sweet, Vrangr," Hel replied before taking a small drink herself. She, apparently, knew to drink in moderation.

The celebrations continued for hours, although most everyone at the table had stopped eating, except Fenrir of course. Half way through, an official looking warrior entered the hall and whispered something in Loki's ear before he rose and followed the warrior out of the hall with a serious look on his face. Astrid figured it had something to do with the war. That left the four of them at the table, or more accurately, three, as Fenrir was still continuing to eat. Astrid didn't know where he was putting it all. It most certainly wasn't in his stomach.

"So, _gifts,_" Narfi said as he rubbed his hands together and procured a small cloth pouch from underneath the table and slid it over to Hel.

Hel smiled at her brother and opened the pouch where it revealed a beautiful necklace made of silver with two gemstones set in the center; an emerald and a sapphire. "A gem for each of you," Narfi said affectionately.

"Thank you," Hel said as she ran her fingers over the necklace before putting it on. The jewellery seemed to bring out the most in her eyes, Astrid thought, a strange mix of both her and Hiccup.

Hiccup smiled as he procured his own gift, or gifts, in his case. He picked up a wooden box from the floor and brought it over to Hel before taking his seat once more. Hel opened the box to find several medium sized… dolls? Astrid was confused as to why Hiccup would get a grown woman dolls, but her confusion was quickly rectified.

Hel squealed in excitement as Astrid's focus shifted to what Hiccup had been saying. "... and they're fully mechanical. They should replicate human movements perfectly."

Astrid returned her gaze to Hel to find a very different woman. The air about her had changed somehow. It took Astrid a moment to realize what it was and when she did, she almost smacked herself for not noticing it sooner. Hel had only really been using her light side the entire night. Her dark side appeared inexpressive and lifeless. Now, it was the opposite. It was the dark side that was in control and the light side that was lifeless. Hel held out her hand and made several deft movements with her fingers, a surprisingly dextrous move that Astrid didn't think the woman was capable of, and the dolls came to life.

A miniature Hiccup was the first to jump out of the box, followed closely by Hel herself. With a few deft movements of her fingers, the real Hel had managed to make the two dolls begin to dance with each other. When the dance finished, the doll Hel gave doll Hiccup a quick kiss before running back to the box. Next came Narfi, Fenrir, and Loki. Hel put them all through their paces as she deftly controlled all the dolls with quick strokes of her fingers, forcing them to play out whatever Hel dreamed of. When she was finished, all the dolls jumped back into the box with a wave of Hel's hand.

"They're very well made, I love them. Thank you, Vrangr," Hel said. Astrid was shocked to hear the dark side speak. While the light side had the voice of a young woman, the dark side's voice was deeper and less feminine sounding. It was almost like two different people were speaking, the two didn't sound at all alike.

In the next moment, Hel floated from her chair and settled above the table gracefully before gliding forward and placing a quick kiss on Hiccup's cheek before returning to her char. A second later, dark Hel's feature slackened and light Hel's features came back to life. "That's not fair! I wanted to be the one to kiss him!" light Hel whined to… herself. That was when Astrid knew that there were in fact two people speaking. Hel had two personalities.

At that moment, Fenrir finally decided to stop eating and present his own gift for his sister. With a quick snap of his fingers four thralls entered the hall carrying a massive cake between them before they set it down on the table. "Made it myself," the wolf said proudly. Astrid was surprised by how good the cake looked. It looked like it was actually edible… delicious, even. She didn't imagine that Fenrir would be a particularly skilled chef.

"Chocolate, of course, your favorite. I also managed to get one of the thralls to sneak into the city and get some strawberries," Fenrir said.

Hel gave a shy smile to Fenrir who then began to cut the cake into uneven slices with a very large knife. Fenrir gave each occupant of the table a large piece of the cake, but reserved the largest for himself. Astrid, for some reason, found this comical beyond all reason and blinked through tears as she laughed hysterically. It seemed that Hiccup, Narfi, and Hel all found it equally as amusing as they burst into laughter as well.

A few men and women from around the hall approached the table and greeted the sons and daughter of Loki dutifully before wishing Hel a happy name day and giving her a gift or token of affection. The celebration continued on for several hours, only breaking momentarily when Loki returned and gifted a black ring of a serpent eating its own tail to his daughter before he left once more. Astrid quickly lowered her gaze and studied the hands of all of Loki's children. All of them, with the exception of Hiccup, had the black ring on one of their fingers. Astrid knew that Hiccup had one of the rings, as she had seen Loki give one to him previously, but didn't know why he wasn't wearing it. It then occurred to her that the vision she was seeing were random and out of order. Hel's name day was before Hiccup had left for his espionage mission. Only then was he given the ring that all children of Loki wore. Astrid would have to remember that.

Another few hours passed until the celebrations drew to a close and the vision began to waver as Astrid was returned to the Realm Eternal. Smiling, happy that she had seen something good in her visions for once, Astrid returned to the cathedral of Hiccup's mind to find her love watching over her dutifully. Hiccup sent her a boyish smile before the two of them shared a quick kiss and then allowed their minds to rest, drifting off into a restful sleep for the battle that would take place in the morning.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The next morning, Hiccup and Astrid awoke in a comfortable tangle of arms and legs underneath their shared bedroll. The sun was not yet rising, but a small tinge of fire ate at the horizon. <em>"Time to get up, hatchlings," <em>Stormfly said as she nuzzled her rider awake. All around the island men and dragons stirred as they prepared for war. It was the second battle between men and dragons that the warriors have Berk had fought in, the first being the Battle of Berk itself some years ago. They would be better prepared this time.

With great effort of will, Astrid managed to convince herself that it was a good idea to leave Hiccup and get dressed for battle. She slipped on her studded leather skirt and armor before putting on her mithril greaves and vambraces. Her dual throwing axes were strapped to her waist while one of Hiccup's daggers was hidden in her right boot. Her adamantite battleaxe was strapped to her back, the silvery metal catching the first rays of the dawn. Astrid felt Hiccup stir behind her and begin to get dressed as well when Toothless threatened to lick him if he did not wake.

Astrid stifled a giggle before going over to Stormfly and helping her dragon into her own armor that they had brought from Alfheim. She had accomplished the task in record time, taking no more than fifteen minutes. She leaned against Stormfly as Hiccup finished putting on the last of his black dragonscale armor and fastening his swordbelt around his Order tabard. Allr'bani and Elding were sheathed in scabbards at his waist, hanging on the right and left respectively. Astrid had noticed that he tended to rely on Elding more than his trusted black sword, which she found odd.

Astrid took pity on her beloved and helped him get Toothless into his dragon armor before the two riders made their way back to the camp near the center of the island where the rest of the men were preparing for battle. Hiccup and Astrid stepped into a large tent, both sweeping away one of the tent flaps at the same time in a gesture that bespoke of practiced ease. The occupants of the tent— Stoick, Valka, Spitelout, Gobber, Fishlegs, and Snotlout— looked up before going back to their planning, discussing in rather loud voices the final battle plans.

Hiccup and Astrid, not actually participating the battle proper, stayed out of the planning. The six occupants took nearly half an hour before deciding on what Fishlegs had been calling plan D, option six. He and Snotlout and come up with a great many strategies together over the past week, including the one they would be using. Land with the men first to distract the defenders, thinking only an invasion from one of the tribes— before striking with the dragons. The defenders would abandon their dragon hunting siege weapons and focus on archery and melee combat. The dragons would then be free to destroy the siege weapons and rain fire down upon their enemies. A solid plan, in both Hiccup's and Astrid's opinion, albeit very risky to the men being the distraction.

Finally agreeing on a plan of attack, Valka left first to ready her dragons and communicate the plan with them. Stoick, Spitelout, and Gobber left next to rally the men and give a short inspirational speech. Fishlegs and Snotlout looked a little green, pre-battle nerves most likely, before following after the three men. Hiccup and Astrid made their way to the healer's camp, a small gathering of tents where old men and women were running around preparing salves, bandages, and giant cauldrons of boiling water for cleaning wounds. A familiar old woman with a long staff and snow white hair was sitting over a small iron cauldron stirring a slightly glowing potion.

"Gothi," greeted both Hiccup and Astrid respectfully.

"I was wondering when you two would find time to chat with an old woman," the elder rattled off in her ancient voice affectionately.

A small smile found its way on Hiccup's and Astrid's lips in a very similar expression. "We've only been slightly busy, saving the world and all that," Astrid said, only half sarcastically.

Gothi seemed to cackle with laughter. "That you have," she agreed knowingly. Hiccup and Astrid gave her an odd look. "You'll have to tell me how your new bond works. It is a most curious piece of magic."

Both Hiccup and Astrid looked like they had been walked in on in various states of undress. "H-How did you…" Hiccup was beginning to ask before being cut off by Gothi's mad cackle again.

The elder seemed to give them an expectant look before Hiccup pieced together the puzzle. "You're… you're a Seer!" he practically yelled as he figured out why Gothi seemed to know so much about the nine realms, advanced magic she wasn't capable of, and how he was an elf hiding under a powerful illusion cast by his father himself. It all made sense now.

Astrid felt Hiccup's thoughts and logic as he deduced his conclusion and was slightly shocked. Another Seer, right under their noses. "Quite right," Gothi rattled before stirring the potion she was brewing vigorously.

Astrid watched in curiosity as Gothi sprinkled a fine white powder into the potion before it glowed slightly pink. "Pain relief?" she asked knowingly, having seen Hiccup brew the same potion for her before, on Alfheim.

"Indeed. I imagine there will be more than a few wretched souls who will need it by the end of this day. I'm the only healer here who has magic flowing through their veins and so it falls to me to brew the potions now. When I was a girl, there were several tens of us scattered across the archipelago but alas, no more," the elder answered, reminiscing about the past.

Hiccup and Astrid shared a loving look with each other before nodding their heads. "We're not planning on fighting— not that we don't want to, but that we can't— and we'd like to help out here, with you. If you'd let us," Astrid said, adding on the last bit nervously.

Gothi gave them both a toothless smile before nodding and accepting their help. Hiccup looked around discreetly, and seeing all the other healers occupied, waved his hand and transfigured two large cauldrons and comfortable seats out of stone. Making sure no one had seen the magic, he quickly drew water from the atmosphere and deposited it into the cauldron, filling both easily with the humid air. "Do you have more Meingras and essence of poppy?" Hiccup asked quickly as he sat down and drew a rune into the stone that began to slowly heat the water within.

Gothi stood and hobbled over to her tent before returning with two large leather bags— one filled with a strange dried leaf and the other filled with small flowers. Hiccup took the bag of Meingras and began to carefully measure out exactly the right amount of leaves to add before dropping several fistfuls into the cauldrons. While he was doing this, Astrid took the knowledge of how to prepare the potion from Hiccup's mind, which he provided willingly, as she found a pestle and mortar at the bottom of the bag of flowers and began to systematically grind them to dust before adding it to a large glass container. It was tedious, but important, work.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The warriors of Berk, men and women nearly a thousand strong, rowed quickly but quietly through the early rays of dawn. The only sound that could be heard was the slosh of the waves and the roar of the wind as they made their way stealthily towards the shore of the kingdom of the trappers. At the head of their small armada was the largest ship, aboard which, were the strongest warriors of their tribe and its most important members. They would be the spearhead of the assault. Failure was not an option for them. If they failed to draw the trappers from the anti-dragon siege weaponry they would be without reinforcements and under heavy assault from archers above and warriors in front. They would most likely all die, or lose many in their retreat.<p>

Stoick the Vast withdrew a small device from his belt, an invention of Fishlegs, and held it up to his eye. The device magnified his vision and allowed him to spy the city walls they were about to lay siege to. The trappers were lazing about and the watch lax. Stoick held up his fist, signaling the men to ready themselves. All around them, men drew their swords and hefted their shields before standing shoulder-to-shoulder with their comrades to better shield the army against the rain of arrows that was sure to come soon. The other ships were signaled to begin their own preparations. Many readied their weapons, although a few ships let down their sails and held back. They would land last, with the army of Berk's siege weaponry.

The army of Berk was only one hundred feet from the shore when a loud horn blast pierced the early dawn's calm, signaling that the trapper's had spotted them. "Faster!" roared Stoick as he commanded his ships to reach land before any defense could be mounted against them. The men rowing obliged, knowing that if the arrows fell before they reached land they would all likely die on the ship holding an oar in their hands instead of a sword.

The lead ship beached onto the shore just as hundreds upon hundreds of defenders scurried across the walls, pulling large carts of arrows with them. A second, a third, and then a fourth ship quickly followed the first. Stoick, Spitelout, and Gobber leapt off the deck and onto the sandy beach with a bellied grace. Their warriors, veterans of many fierce battles, leapt out behind their commanders. As they did, the arrows began to fall like drops of rain. "Take formation!" Spitelout barked, ordering his men together. The warriors quickly fell into lines and crouched before raising their shields above their heads and linking it with their comrade's to the left and right of them.

"Forward, march!" Spitelout roared over the sound of arrows striking wood and steel as the warriors were buffeted with wave after wave of projectiles. The warriors of Berk began to chant menacing war cries as they slowly but surely made their way closer and closer to the walls, making sure to keep their shields interlocked.

Gobber hobbled along in the back, his missing leg not allowing him to lead the charge, but did allow him to take command of the archers in the rear of their group. The old smith lifted his shield ever so slightly to allow him to see what their enemies were doing. "One hundred and fifty feet, Stoick!" he called from the back, yelling out the distance they had to cover before reaching the base of the wall.

Stoick, Spitelout, and Gobber mentally counted their steps as they crawled closer and closer to the walls. When there could only be seventy-five feet left, Gobber took command of his men. With a quick nod to the two lads next to him, they dropped their shields and allowed the warriors behind them a clear view of the wall. In the blink of an eye, ten men loosed bolts from heavy crossbows which easily found their mark and claiming the first lives of the battle as seven defenders fell from the ramparts, screaming in pain the whole way, before falling silent forever as they met the ground. Gobber and the two men next to him quickly replaced their shields, shoring up their formation's defenses just as quickly as the opening had appeared. The men behind him who had manned the crossbows quickly reloaded. Another ten feet they repeated the same maneuver, claiming another five lives.

Behind Stoick's formation, the other ships were slowly managing to catch up with them. In the distance, the ships carrying siege weapons were slowly beginning to land on the beach as the defender's attention was forced to the small band of warriors at their doorstep. There was only fifty feet, maybe less, when Stoick issued the command. "Break formation!" he roared before holding his shield in front of him to block arrows and charging forward.

All the warriors around him did the same as they roared battle cries and stormed the walls of the city. As they reached the high stone walls, they each grabbed a small leather pouch on their belts and withdrew its contents— a large metal hook with three sharp points made out of the teeth of Whispering Deaths attached to a length of chain. With a mighty heavy, the warriors of Berk hurled the grappling hooks up over the walls before tugging on them, hard, and securing them to the wall. The warriors of Berk slung their shields over their backs before beginning to scale the wall. All around them the defenders were taking aim at them, loosing arrow after arrow. The angle they were forced to fire from made their shots inaccurate, and for each archer that stuck their head out too far, they were rewarded with a bolt from the crossbowmen that Gobber was commanding still on the sandy beach below.

Spitelout was the first warrior to make it over the ramparts and onto enemy territory. With a roar, he drew his mace and shield and charged the first archer who stumbled backwards in surprise and terror. With a quick swing of his mace, he crushed the man's skull, killing him instantly with a sickening crunch.

Three more men from Berk clambered onto the wall quickly behind Spitelout. One never drew another breath as one of the defenders impaled him with a pike before pushing him back over the walls where he died after a short fall. The two other warriors, in their anger, used both of their shields to smash the man's skull in, flattening it comically. They might have laughed had the man not killed their brother in arms. Their vengeance had, they joined their commander in slaying the defenders of the wall.

Stoick was the next man onto the wall, his large mass restricting the speed at which he could climb. He was easily the largest warrior in the small band of warriors and caused a group of defenders to back away from him fearfully as he grew to his full height and drew his warhammer and shield. With a roar, Stoick lunged forward and swung his warhammer wide, catching three nearby defenders and sending all of them tumbling off the walls from the force of his blow. The others watched in terror as the large chief easily broke through their ranks and slaughtered their men with ease. The commander of the defenders, snapping out of his surprise and fear, quickly ordered his men back into formation before he signalled a runner to fetch the reinforcements manning the siege weapons designed for killing dragons, not men. They needed to kill men now, not dragons, or they would lose the war they had so suddenly found themselves in.

Little did he know, the commander had just signed his death warrant.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup looked up from where he had been making pain relief potions en masse and noted that the fleet of warriors from Berk was a small dot on the horizon as they sailed for the city of the trappers. Another quick look confirmed that no one was watching him, and that Astrid and Gothi were engaged in deep conversation. Seeing his chance, he decided to act. He winced as he withdrew himself as much as possible from his connection Astrid, hating the experience, and cast an illusion over the entire small island. A ghost of himself faded into existence where it began to take over his work and prepare the potions he had been working on. In reality, the illusion was simply pretending to create the potion. His illusions didn't have the power to affect reality like his father's did, but it would do for now. His mission would not take long.<p>

Another quick glance confirmed that no one had saw Hiccup perform the magic, not even Astrid or Gothi. Hiccup smirked before reaching out and tapping into the most feared magic known, relishing the sickly sour energy that flowed through his veins as he did. He loved the rush of power and control he felt while he wielded the energy from the Veil with deadly proficiency that marked him as one of the most dangerous beings in existence. It was unlike any other feeling in the world. In Hiccup's mind, the only thing better was the love he felt when he thought of Astrid. With a backwards glance, Hiccup stepped forward and into the Veil before his body faded to shadow and disappeared entirely.

Hiccup opened his eyes slowly as he felt wave after wave of dark energy assault his senses. He was met with the formless and chaotic plane of existence that was the Veil— lacking shape or size, an eternal expanse of darkness in every direction and dimension, separate from the material realms but also intertwined intimately and irrevocably. Hiccup watched with fascination as entire planes of creation came into existence, played out their lives, and then died, all in the span of seconds to him. Whichever Eternal had created this primordial realm of illusion was the greatest of them all, surely.

Hiccup grinned as a Veilwyrm swam passed him through the endless darkness. The creature paused, sensing a being in the realm, and opened its maw. Hiccup watched, fascinated as always by the unique and very deadly creatures that inhabited the Veil, as an infinite number of mouths sprouted into existence inside the creature's maw— ready to devour everything in its path. Hiccup's grin turned feral as he assimilated his being with the realm and allowed the sickly sour magic to corrupt his body. The Veilwyrm's jaws instantly snapped shut as it backed away in fear at the presence of a being beyond itself— a being that resembled its creator very much, although not quite there,_ yet_. But soon, very soon.

Hiccup smirked, and with a mere thought, forged the Veil into a mirror image of the island he had been on before leaving. With another thought, he teleported far above the ocean where he looked down and beheld the fleet of Berk as it silently rowed towards the kingdom of the trappers. Hiccup marveled at the thought of the Eternal who created this plane doing the same thing he was doing now— moving about the shadows, omnipresent and omniscient. The power was intoxicating.

With another casual thought, Hiccup teleported again where he appeared in the courtyard before the keep in the center of the city as he searched for his target. A stream of thoughts willed Hiccup's presence to teleport through the castle as he looked for the king.

An angry scowl marred Hiccup's handsome features as he thought of the man, Eret I, and his disrespectful words. Hiccup could deal with someone insulting him— Hel, he had been insulted his entire life. It didn't bother him any longer. There were two things he wouldn't stand for, however. Those who would insult Astrid, and those who would oppose his father and his family. King Eret I was guilty of the second and he would pay for his betrayal, Hiccup would make sure of it. Hiccup had to bite his tongue to stifle the giggles that threatened to consume him as he thought of the man's fate and the fate of his people for his stupidity.

Hiccup fully intended to make good on his threat.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid felt a small disturbance in her and Hiccup's soul bond, almost as if it had shivered. She sat up straight and quickly zeroed in on Hiccup as he went about measuring and adding herbs to the large stone cauldrons where they were brewing pain relief potions. Seeing nothing wrong, she shook her head and returned to grinding the poppy flowers into a fine dust for use as the second ingredient in the potion.<p>

Astrid fell into a comfortable rhythm as she ground the flowers into dust until she was disturbed a few minutes later by Gothi. "I think we have enough now, dear," the old woman said sagely.

Astrid wasn't one to complain. Her back ached from being hunched over and grinding the flowers for the past two hours. She'd take whatever rest she could. Instead, Gothi simply gestured for Astrid to follow her as she made her way to the healer's tent.

Astrid followed with a reluctant sigh, expecting to be put back to work. She was surprised when Gothi used her staff to point at a chair at a small desk, indicating she wanted her to sit. Astrid sighed again, this time in relief, as she sat down in the chair. Gothi made her way over to a small wooden chest in the corner of the room and fished out a large tome before hobbling over to the desk and setting the tome down softly.

Gothi quickly flipped through several pages until she came to the knowledge that she was looking for. The elder spun the book around so that Astrid could read it more easily. Astrid's eyes followed the lines of runes as she read about the effects and ingredients of a certain potion. Her eyes widened comically as she blushed fiercely as she read the instructions for brewing a contraceptive potion. Gothi simply cackled madly at the young woman's reaction before she grew quiet and serious.

"I am not blind, girl. I see the way the two of you look at each other. Believe it or not, I was once young too. I dabbled in the pleasures of the flesh as the two of you are now. But… I also possess magic. It is no coincidence I have lived as long as I have and that I also am magical, albeit in a very small way. I am the oldest in the village and I have seen everyone I have ever known and loved succumb to the slow decay of time. Each of their deaths killed me little by little," Gothi said quietly.

"You and Hiccup will far outlive Berk. You will outlive our culture, our religion, even our very language. You will see thousands of years of history and millions of faces. Let me tell you, now, that the greatest pain you will ever suffer is one of those faces being your children," she continued on.

Astrid was about to say something before Gothi cut her off. "I do not mean to say that you should never have children, as they are the greatest gift of love a man and a woman could give each other, but I am saying that you should be prepared for the inevitable. Your children will die before you, long before you. No parent should ever live to see their child die. It is a pain I would not wish upon my worst enemy. Have your children when you are ready, when you can handle their loss. Do not grieve for them, but celebrate that they lived the life that they did. This is my advice to you," the elder finished sagely.

Astrid gave Gothi a sad smile before she committed the page to memory and mourned at the loss of the family she and Hiccup would never have.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Valka watched from high above the clouds as the fleet of Berk landed and began their assault on the city. All around her were hundreds of dragons ready to descend upon the city when given her word. She watched with nervous anticipation as she saw the warriors of Berk climb up the city walls and begin to fight the defenders. She watched the large siege weapons mounted on the roofs of the city's houses where several hundred men were manning them and scanning the skies for dragons they thought for sure would come.<p>

Valka shivered violently, feeling an unnatural chill crawl up her spine as she sensed a dark presence pass below her towards the island in the distance. She dismissed it as pre-battle nerves and focussed her attention on the battle her husband was fighting below. The battle on the ramparts lasted for only fifteen minutes before Valka saw the dragon trappers on their heavy siege weapons abandon their posts and assist their comrades in repelling the Viking assault. That was their first, and last, mistake. Valka instantly reached out to every dragon with a loud mental roar that directed them down. "Do not attack the Vikings! They are our friends and allies! Slay the rest! They are eggbreakers and kinslayers!"

The army of dragons roared and drew their wings closed before diving quickly upon the city below. The defenders never knew what hit them as they were bathed in dragon fire and torn limb from limb by fang and claw.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup stalked confidently through the halls of the inner keep where king Eret I was hiding, although the man himself didn't know he was in hiding. No one could hide from him, not in his state, not now. Hiccup's lips curled upwards in pure glee as he came upon the first guards of the keep, two old men with long beards wielding pikes. The men took notice of a stranger approaching them immediately before they paled, becoming nearly bone white, at the sight before them.<p>

Plumes of liquid shadow flowed off Hiccup like steam giving him an otherworldly and demonic appearance. He wore his black dragonscale armor and helmet which only added to the effect. Hiccup made no move to attack the guards as he approached, focussing on maintaining his Veilform and relishing in the fear the men exuded. When Hiccup was only ten feet away from the large double doors they guarded, the guards seemed to remember their duty. With a fearful battle cry, they charged Hiccup with their pikes lowered, intending to impale him.

Hiccup's smirk grew even more maniacal as the men approached him and sank their weapons deep into his gut, passing harmlessly through to the other side. The guards, horrified, withdrew their weapons and made to impale him once more. With a mere thought, Hiccup willed his body to take on some of the characteristics of the creatures that inhabited the Veil. Two writhing tentacle appendages erupted from his lower back before they darted around and impaled the two guards through their chest cavities eliciting a sickening crunch of bone and organs.

With practiced ease Hiccup controlled the two tentacles like they were a natural part of his body and flung the two corpses aside like trash. The tentacles, their task completed, faded from existence once more. Hiccup stalked forward again, not bothering to open the doors, and simply walked through them and appeared on the other side.

King Eret I looked up from his throne as he felt an unnatural chill invade the room. He gasped at the sight of the son of Loki, Vrangr, as he stood before him in all his unholy glory— a true agent of the trickster god and herald of the end times. His advisors looked up from where they were huddled and discussing the attack on their walls that was occurring at this very moment and mirrored their king's horror.

"You should have listened, Oathbreaker," Hiccup said darkly. His voice caused the skin of every man to crawl at its unnatural tone. Gone was the confident, powerful, and soft spoken voice Hiccup normally possessed. Now, his voice was warped with dark magic. It came out cold and monotonous. Beyond all that, and what sent true terror coursing through their veins, was that it was not one voice that spoke. It sounded as if tens, if not hundreds, of Hiccups were speaking all at once. It was as if the armies of Hel had possessed the man in front of them and were speaking their deaths to them.

Next to king Eret I stood his son, Eret II, who shuddered violently and drew an ornate dagger with shaky hands. Hiccup turned his head slowly to observe the prince before smirking. He dispelled his Veilform temporarily, allowing him access to his magic once more, before he quickly caused Eret II to fall unconscious. Hiccup assumed his Veilform once more, instantly, with practiced ease and glee.

King Eret I and his advisors drew their weapons in a futile attempt to defend themselves. The men surrounded Hiccup and swung their swords around furiously trying to cut him down. Their swings passed through Hiccup harmlessly as he just laughed at their attempts to kill him. The power of the Veil was truly godlike, he had trouble seeing why so many feared its magic but over time he gradually grew to understand their fear. Deciding to end their torment, Hiccup strode forward and batted the sword of Eret I away. The blade clattered as it skidded along the floor.

Hiccup grabbed Eret I by the throat and pinned him down to his throne in a seated position. "My king!" the advisors shouted as they continued to try and cut Hiccup down. Their attacks, as usual, passed harmlessly through him. One of the more eagle eyed advisors quickly slashed at the hand that was holding his king's throat, which appeared to be part of the realm of the real. The sword passed harmlessly through the "physical" hand and Eret I remained restrained.

With his other arm, Hiccup reached down and drew up the king's shirt until his belly was exposed. "For you, a magic most dark. This curse was invented by my father and taught to me personally. I am one of only three alive who can use it. You should feel honored," Hiccup said in the same multilayered, cold, and monotonous tone.

As he finished speaking, Hiccup placed his palm flat against Eret I's abdomen. A searing pain caused the king of the trappers to bite his tongue as the muscles in his belly spasmed violently. A second later, Hiccup removed his palm to reveal a rune etched into Eret I's flesh that pulsed in time with his heart and emitted darkness.

Hiccup release the king and walked over to prince Eret II and flung his body over his shoulder. Hiccup strode back out of the throne room as the advisors attended their king and tried to ease his suffering. One man called out for the guards, another for the healers. None noticed Hiccup abscond with their prince and next in line to the throne.

Hiccup made short work of carrying Eret II to the outskirts of the city before he released his Veilform so he could use his magic once more. Hiccup willed his appearance to take on that of a more Viking figure before he strode out into the battle that was taking place on the ramparts. At his approach, a group of three villagers approached Hiccup and his prize. Hiccup instantly recognized the one in the middle as Spitelout.

The three Vikings jumped back as a dragon dropped to the ground and bathed a group of ten defenders that were flanking them in fire. The dragon turned its large head to examine the Vikings and Spitelout gave it a nod of thanks. The dragon seemed satisfied and flew off. "Hafgrímr!" Spitelout exclaimed in greetings. Hiccup smirked inwardly as Spitelout recognized the villager he had chosen at random to impersonate.

Hiccup just nodded in greetings before depositing Eret II on the ground unceremoniously at Spitelout's feet. "Enemy prince," he spat gruffly. "Best take him to the island, prisoner of war and all."

Spitelout clasped Hiccup on the shoulder before the two other Vikings picked up Eret II and carried him bodily back to the ships. Spitelout and Hiccup watched as another dragon crashed into a nearby home, on purpose, before weeding out several cowering defenders and devouring them. The dragon paused in its meal and looked to the skies in a comical expression for a dragon— its eyes wide in fear. Spitelout watched as the dragon, and all of the dragons for that matter, took to the skies and flew away from the island.

Spitelout was about to ask Hafgrímr what he thought was going on, but when he turned to face him, Hiccup had vanished.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Valka knew something was wrong. Something was very, very wrong. She could feel an immense amount of magic flowing towards the center of the island where it pooled at the large keep where she figured Eret I was. The magic was dark and deadly, its sole purpose to sow death. Valka panicked. With a mighty mental shout, she ordered her dragons back to the skies and safely out of range of whatever magic was at work on the island.<p>

"_Go, Cloudjumper! Find Stoick!"_ she urged through their bond. Cloudjumper roared and instantly dived from the cloud they had been overseeing the battle from towards the ramparts. It took the pair only seconds to crash into the ground, causing it to quake and send men to their knees.

"Stoick!" Valka yelled, her fear conveyed in her tone to those who knew her. Those being Stoick, Spitelout, and Gobber. All three men rushed over to her.

Before either could get a word in, Valka began speaking rapidly. "There is magic at work here that threatens to kill many! Get your men back onto the ships and off the island! Anyone who is remains will suffer a most terrible death in five minutes!"

Stoick would have questioned her had he not learned so much about the world of the arcane and those who inhabited it. He had also learned to trust these past few years. Instead of questioning his long lost wife, he trusted her, and instantly began barking orders for his people to evacuate. Stoick, Spitelout, and Gobber were the last men to board the ships as the rowers began to paddle fiercely, as if the gods themselves were chasing them. Spitelout took this time to inform Stoick about the capture of Eret II.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup stood in the Veil, floating hundreds of feet above the ocean, as he watched the kingdom of the trappers patiently waiting for his magic to activate. All around him the creatures that inhabited the Veil gathered as they too watched the shadow of death descend on the island. Several glanced curiously at the young man that resembled their creator so. Hiccup and the creatures of the Veil did not have to wait long.<p>

A small smile touched Hiccup's lips as he grinned gleefully as the curse he had placed on Eret I activated, transmuting the man's flesh into flame. The entire island was bathed in blinding, white hot magical fire fueled by the very essence of life.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Hey guys! I can't remember if this chapter is early or late… but whatever, here it is! I'm sorry for being so busy as of late but I just haven't found the time to write and when I do I don't have the inspiration. Nevertheless, this story will not be put on hiatus or cancelled. I'd never do that to my awesome readers. The story must go on! Anyway, this chapter is longer to make up for the shorter chapter last time. I hope you guys enjoy it. Happy 4th of July to all my American readers out there.

The biggest reveal this chapter was the Veil, and partially the magic of the Veil, as well as some lore pertaining to the Realm Eternal which the eagle eyed among you will have spotted. More on both subjects will become clearer as the story progresses with a full explanation of the Veil due shortly after the Asgard-Vanaheim story arc.

We also saw more of what Hiccup is doing in the Realm Eternal (**any guesses?**) and Astrid saw some happy memories of Hiccup's past. I decided to stick with her using visions because it allowed Astrid to actually experience what really happened. Words don't really do it justice. **Any requests for Astrid's visions?**

For those asking where Sigrid and Auriel are, we'll see them after the timeskip when we go to Asgard and Vanaheim. I was pretty surprised by how many people liked Sigrid.

Translations:

Meingras - Mein ("pain") + gras ("plant"). A herb used in the brewing of pain relief potions.

As always, a special thanks go out to all my reviewers. You guys give me the inspiration to write these long chapters.

Guest - what do you mean by Hiccup "fighting for" Astrid? Astrid is certainly more than capable of taking care of herself. In all likelihood, Astrid would be the one to fight for Hiccup!

GuestZ - there's no rush to get to the Asgard-Vanaheim story here! In fact, this story arc has already hit the length I shoot for with each arc and then some. The Asgard-Vanaheim arc really serves as a turning point in the war where the "A-team" is assembled and Ragnarok begins in earnest. This is where it gets exciting!

- Musica


	26. Home, Again

Manni the Stalwart was a brave man and a loyal warrior in his king's, Lord Eret I, army. His family had lived on the small island they called home for generation after generation since before time immemorial. He was also one of the finest dragon trappers alive— it was how he got his name, after all. Manni, unlike many other warriors in the service of his king, had a military education courtesy of his father, a very affluent merchant that was responsible for half the trade that went through their island home.

It was to Manni's great displeasure that his commander, a much younger man than himself who rose through the ranks based on blood ties, ordered him and his men to abandon their post and help their brethren on the walls repel the barbarians. Manni argued fiercely that it was a trap, that they should stay and man the trebuchets and ballistas in case of a dragon attack— which was likely because rumors of barbarians on the backs of dragons ran rampant among the archipelago— to no avail.

Manni grumbled as he limped through the sacked houses of his home. The barbarians had easily beaten them after the dragon woman and her flight of beasts descended upon them, exactly what he had predicted would happen, after his commander ordered them to the ramparts. The barbarians looted and destroyed their homes as well as killed many of the defenders. They were beaten soundly. Their loss was only magnified by the loss of their prince, Eret II, who Manni saw being carried to the enemy's commander by two large men. Manni would have tried to free his prince, but he was wounded and outnumbered, far too weak to help. The only thing he would have accomplished was his own death.

Manni sighed heavily as he made his way into the district where his own home was. Luckily, it was too far within the city to be raided by the barbarians. Manni stopped walking and stood stiff at attention when he felt a strange heat touch the air all around him. It was an unnatural heat, like the scalding air that came after dragonfire, only it was all around him— smothering the entire district, no, the entire island. Manni knew something was wrong. Something was very wrong. Had the dragon lady come back to finish them off? Had Surtr the fire giant came to begin Ragnarök early?

Manni hissed in pain as his eyes were blinded by a brilliant white light that engulfed the island before he could even blink. He felt the air begin to burn, truly burn, and so his instincts took over and his legs began to move before Manni even knew what he was doing. He was lucky, as that was the only thing that had saved his life. Manni knew the city inside and out, he could navigate blindfolded if he had to. And in a way, he did. Manni tore at the bottom of his shirt and managed to tear a long strip of cloth off. He quickly wrapped it around his head to block his eyes from the searing white light. It helped, but not too much. Manni used his hands to block out as much light as he could while he sprinted out of the city, away from the source of the light.

He heard the crackle of fire behind him and it was more effective than any whip at driving him forward faster and faster. The screams of the burning were doubly so. Manni's chest heaved as he struggled to breathe enough air that his body needed to escape the flames at his back. His life in mortal danger, the pain in his eyes was forgotten as he opened them fully and navigated the shortest path to the sea. There, at least, fire could not follow him.

Manni found the main entrance to the city, a large stone gate, already open. The men who were supposed to be guarding it had abandoned their post, likely at the sight of the fire behind him. Manni didn't blame the men for their cowardice. He himself was fleeing at this very moment. Manni managed to squeeze through the gate without losing much speed although he probably bruised his already battered body. In the distance, some five hundred yards, Manni could make out the beach. He was so close. The crackle of fire behind him reminded Manni that he was not safe, not yet.

Manni began his mad sprint towards the water as fast as his legs would take him. In his haste, he did not see the tree root sticking out of the sandy terrain. Manni's boot caught the exposed root, sending him to the ground, hard. Manni groaned as he rolled onto his back. What he saw before his eyes was devastation. Fire of the purest white, like snow, burned and consumed the city he had called home all his life. The fire spread like a plague, consuming everything in its path until there was nothing left but ash and death.

Manni watched as the fire came towards him, causing the sand to turn to molten glass in its path. He knew that his time had come. He prayed that the Valkyries who came to take him were the most beautiful and scantily clad of them all. Manni watched, with the eyes of a dead man, as the fire approached him.

He gasped as the fire stopped in its path and seemingly… watched him. A moment later, a woman stepped out of the flame. She was tall and beautiful, in a rugged sort of way, but she was no Valkyrie. Manni knew this woman. Every dragon trapper did, well, those that were alive did. The woman's strange barbaric armor gave her away as the dragon lady that had attacked them on the back of the four-winged beast. She was the reason his men were dead. She was the reason his way of life was in danger of being destroyed. She was the reason his home was on fire. She was the reason his family was most likely dead. She was the reason for everything.

Manni watched as the woman in the fire smirked darkly at him before turning and going back from whence she came. He could faintly hear the cries of the burning and the wails of the mourning in the distance. Slowly but surely the white light faded, and then darkness took Manni and he knew no more.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup watched as one of the greatest pieces of magic ever created by his father laid waste to the kingdom of the trappers. He desperately hoped that he had given it the right amount of control to leave most of the people alive on the island, although some sacrifices were certainly necessary for the greater good. The greater good being, namely, the advancement of himself and his family.<p>

The excited cries and mad cackling of the creatures around him brought Hiccup out of his reverie. He gave them a cold look, even icier than the temperature in this frozen realm of darkness that they inhabited. The creatures scattered, leaving their better to his schemes. Hiccup grinned at the fear he inspired in them as he easily willed his presence to teleport back to the island where his better half was brewing potions still, hopefully.

Hiccup flickered into existence to find both Astrid and Gothi missing. Looking around and seeing no one present, Hiccup easily stepped out of the Veil and back into the realm of the real once more. He quickly deactivated the illusion he had left behind to fool Astrid and Gothi into thinking he hadn't left and he hoped they fell for the trick.

It appeared that they did, for Hiccup had just enough time to finish actually making the potion he had supposed to have been making when Astrid and Gothi walked out of a nearby tent. Astrid was clutching a thick leatherbound book to her chest as she went to Stormfly and stored it in her saddle. Hiccup spared a quick glance at the horizon and saw the faint glow of white begin to fade and knew that the magic had been successful. Sometime within the hour the army should return bringing Eret II with them. Hiccup had to be the first to get to him if he was to get him reinstated on the throne. Eret shouldn't have been able to recognize him due to his Veilform, which made him look wholly inhuman, but Hiccup was taking no chances.

An hour later, the fleet of Berk returned. The first people off the deck of the ships were the injured, of which there were surprisingly few although the ones that were injured were severely so. One man sported the worst injury as far as Hiccup could tell, he had somehow had his forearm cleaved down the center all the way from between his fingers to his elbow. It was a ghastly wound and Hiccup had no doubt the man would have had to have his arm amputated if magical healing was not available to him. Luckily, it was.

Astrid chose that time to find Hiccup. Before she could say anything, however, Hiccup spoke first. "Can you take that man to the healer's tent and see to his care? He's in pretty bad shape," he said, pointing out the warrior to Astrid. Her eyes followed his finger and she sucked in a small breath at the severity of the wound before jogging off to fetch him. Hiccup caught the small flash of recognition in her eyes before she left. _So, she knows him, or of him,_ Hiccup thought to himself.

Hiccup's eyes moved from the injured man to the next party to disembark from the ships, namely Stoick and his entourage, which included Eret II. Hiccup blended into the crowd of warriors, dragons, and healers as he watched them bodily drag the man into the command tent near the center of the island making sure that no one had spotted him. The interrogation technique his father had taught him required that the target not know who their tormentor was prior to their first meeting. If it worked, Hiccup wouldn't even have to use magic to know if Eret II recognized him or not.

Hiccup approached the command tent and stopped in front of the entrance and listened. He heard the occupants engaged in a heated debate over something and figured it was time to make his move. He focused on his magic, welling it up inside him, just in case he needed to use it. Hiccup parted the flaps of the tent and stepped inside. All heads turned to see who the newcomer was but Hiccup's eyes immediately locked with only one occupant in the room: Eret II. He was sitting in a crude wooden chair, bound in thick ropes, and doing his best to look confident and stoic. He wasn't succeeding very well, in Hiccup's opinion, for he also locked eyes with Hiccup.

And Hiccup liked what he saw. There was no flash of recognition in Eret's eyes, only fear and confusion. He didn't know who he was. Well, that was a lie. Eret did in fact know who he was, Vrangr, a son of Loki, from their first meeting, but he didn't know he was the spawn of darkness that razed his home to the ground. If the gods were merciful, Eret wouldn't make the connection or he would die a most painful death.

Hiccup slowly turned his gaze to the other occupants in the room. "Hello, father," he greeted Stoick, using his extensive training to make his words feel genuine.

Stoick's mood brightened considerably at his son's words. "My boy! How is everything here? We haven't had time to talk due to other pressing matters," Stoick said, casting a quick glance at Eret.

Hiccup gave his best false smile he could. "Everything is in order. One of your men had a pretty bad injury to his arm, I've sent him to the healer's tent where Astrid is taking care of him. He should be fine and retain full use of the limb," Hiccup informed his father, this time it was not a lie. Amputation was a barbaric medical practice only performed by humans due to their lack of innate magic. He could spare the man that, at least.

Stoick seemed relieved that the man would be receiving help from Astrid personally. "Who is this?" Hiccup asked with feigned innocence, interrupting Stoick's thoughts. He gestured to where Eret was tied up.

"Ah," Stoick muttered, "this is prince Eret, son of king Eret. One of Spitelout's men managed to capture him during the battle and handed him over to us."

"I see…" Hiccup said, before he looked at Eret once more.

Eret was now truly confused. Vrangr was most definitely a son of Loki, there was no doubt in his mind. And yet, he called this barbarian his father and acted as if he had never met him before. Eret focused on the conversation between Vrangr, catching only the tail end, before locking eyes with the son of the trickster god. He clearly saw the threat in them— be silent, or die.

Eret was not one to anger a god, especially one who had no qualms with unleashing his wrath. Whatever Vrangr was planning, he would go along with it. For now, at least. There were a number of things weighing on Eret's mind at the moment. Was his father alive? How was the kingdom faring? If he was here, a prisoner of war, then they must have lost the battle. Eret's first memories were of waking up on the deck of a ship, chained to the mast. A faint white glow emanated from the island he called home. That was another thing— the white glow— what was it? All very important questions.

But one thing took the forefront of Eret's mind. how to get out of his current predicament, which had worsened significantly with the appearance of Vrangr, alive and preferably whole. The barbarians didn't seem to have any interest in killing him, yet at least, but Vrangr was a different story. He was obviously planning something with the barbarians, yet they didn't know who he was. Therefore, Eret's priorities shifted. Avoid angering Vrangr— in fact, best to not say anything at all regarding him— and figure a diplomatic way out of the current situation.

"Excuse me?" Eret asked timidly, trying his best to sound more confident than he really was. Everyone in the command tent, including Hiccup, turned to face their prisoner.

"I am unsure how you… _people_," Eret said, with emphasis on the last word, "treat prisoners of war, but seeing as my head is still on my shoulders you must be willing to negotiate our surrender?"

Stoick shared a quick look with Spitelout before both nodded at the same time. Spitelout stepped forward to address Eret. "You are correct. Your surrender will be unconditional," Spitelout said with finality, "and you, or your father if he is alive, will cease all hostilities with both dragons and the tribes of the archipelago."

Eret, truthfully, didn't believe his father was alive. He remembered very little before he fainted but he did remember that his father and advisors had come under attack. It was likely that his father was dead and he was the new king. "With all due respect… I do not believe my father lives. I am fairly certain he perished during the fighting and as such, I am now king," he informed the Vikings.

Hiccup decided to make his move. "In which case, it would be best to provide you with some more comfortable accommodations," he said, and with a flick of his hand, transfigured the chair and ropes into a comfortable and regal looking chair befit for a king.

Eret inhaled sharply at the display of magic by Hiccup. The Vikings tensed, not because of the magic, but because their prisoner had been freed. Hiccup continued on. "As part of your surrender, you will announce the end of all dragon hunting by your people, both in the archipelago and elsewhere. Your army shall withdraw from the archipelago and never again sail our waters or set foot on our land. We do not need to spill more blood than has already been spilled, and if you honor our agreement, that will be the end of our war," Hiccup said confidently in a tone that dared the other occupants of the command tent to disagree with him. None did.

Valka chose that moment to enter the tent, slapping open the flap violently. Her eyes darted from Eret, to her brother Spitelout, to her husband Stoick, and finally to her son Hiccup, whom she gave an icy glare with narrowed eyes. "Stoick, we need to talk," she said, and with a wave of her hand, Eret fell asleep in his chair without even realizing it.

"Alone," she added, casting a glance at Hiccup in particular.

"Whatever it is can be said with Hiccup present, I trust everyone in this tent with my life— not including the princeling, of course," Stoick said proudly. Hiccup barely contained a scoff at Stoick's naivete.

Valka's brows narrowed in a way that hadn't changed in decades. Stoick knew his wife was angry. Some of the other occupants of the tent who knew Valka in her youth recognized the warning signs and wisely chose to leave of their own accord. Only Spitelout and Gobber remained. "Very well then, I'll have you know that the light we saw before the battle ended was a particular dark piece of magic that conjured flames that destroyed most of the city and killed its inhabitants. Those left alive, of which there are few, are left with nothing," Valka said icily.

Stoick seemed to take the news in stride. He was a typical Viking and he was at war. Who cared if his enemies were destroyed? "And?" he asked expectantly.

"_And _there are only four people here capable of magic, one of which is an old woman who can't even light a candle. Meaning one of us had to have cast the spell, and it certainly wasn't me, leaving only two people: our son and the Hofferson girl," Valka answered testily.

Hiccup's eyes narrowed. He didn't expect his mother to accuse him so directly. "Mother, it certainly wasn't Astrid or myself. As members of the Order, we are not allowed to take sides in war and Gothi herself witnessed us helping her brew healing potions for the army during the entire battle. There was no way for either of us to have cast such a spell," he defended with practiced ease. Years of counter-interrogation training and debate with his real father developed a cunning skill with words.

To Hiccup's great surprise, Valka seemed to falter and truly consider his words. Hiccup knew his mother was not an unintelligent woman but she had believed him entirely too easy. Something was amiss. Valka took a deep breathe before forming her reply. "I apologize, I jumped to conclusions. I do not think either of you would be the type of person to commit wanton murder. Prior to the explosion, I felt a magical presence from my position over the island. It was dark and cold and sinister. I believe that presence is what caused the explosion on the island. The problem being that Eret and his people will believe we had something to do with it if our powers became widely known," she said worriedly.

Hiccup's lips turned upwards ever so slightly. "Then there isn't anything to worry about. Only Berk knows of our magical nature, as well as the other riders I trained, who won't speak a word. No one will betray us to the enemy," he answered coolly.

Valka seemed conflicted but eventually accepted her son's reasoning. She nodded and left the tent, mumbling some excuse about checking up on her dragons. "Father," Hiccup said politely in a familial tone, "may I speak with the prisoner alone?"

Stoick beamed at his son and gave his permission. He, Spitelout, and Gobber quickly left the tent to leave Hiccup alone with Eret. Hiccup turned his focus to Eret and undid the spell his mother had cast skillfully. Eret awoke with a start but quickly regained his composure, only to immediately lose it when he noticed only Vrangr was in the tent with him.

Hiccup allowed a gleeful smirk to warp his features before he erected privacy wards that would prevent prying ears from listening in on their conversation. "So, we meet again," Hiccup said, his voice once more that of the son of Loki— smooth, baritone, and powerful. He relished in the feeling of fear his very presence evoked in the human in front of him.

Eret tried his best to swallow his fear. "Am I to presume you are in control of these Vikings?" he asked nervously.

Hiccup paced the length of the tent, not out of nerves, but out of arrogance. "Yes, and no," he answered cryptically. "But that is not the point of this conversation, is it?" Hiccup asked darkly.

Eret seemed to read between the lines. "No, my lord," he answered politely.

"Good… I can confirm your earlier fears. Your father is indeed dead, and you will replace him as king. I trust you will be a much more loyal supporter of Loki than your father was?" Hiccup said, more than asked. He knew Eret would not refuse him.

Eret seemed to realize he had little choice in the matter. "Yes, my lord," he answered quietly.

Hiccup put on an overly happy smile at that before clasping Eret's shoulder with one of his hands. "Very good. My father rewards loyalty handsomely and punishes betrayal harshly. You will no doubt feel a great deal of resentment to us for what we did to your father, but I think that in time you will come to realize that being allied with us can be very rewarding," Hiccup said suavely.

All Eret could do was nod. "I will have you returned to your kingdom by tomorrow night. There, you will recall your men abroad and focus on rebuilding your kingdom. When you have successfully recovered, you will begin creating an army many times larger than the one you already have. You may do with it what you will until Ragnarok, but you may not break your treaty with the Vikings," Hiccup commanded regally.

Eret nodded his head once more, accepting the commands of his liege. Hiccup smirked once more and removed his hand from Eret before straightening his appearance. With a mere thought Hiccup transfigured the tent itself into a very elaborate, but comfortable, cell. He then transmuted the cloth into steel, and for good measure, added wards to prevent the breaking of it by magical means just in case his mother had any lingering ideas. Satisfied with his work, Hiccup turned his attention to the interior of the tent. A large table was transfigured into a luxurious four poster bed. Another smaller table was transfigured and transmuted into an iron bathtub. Three chairs were transfigured into a very comfortable and regal looking couch while a fourth chair was turned into a studious desk. Hiccup turned a few of the meaningless parchments in the tent to be blank and summoned them to the desk along with a quill and several inkwells.

Last, but not least, Hiccup made a small cut on his thumb with his dagger before his magic activated and called his familiar into existence. A very lifeless looking raven burst into existence, its feathers dishevelled and tinged red with blood. Hiccup gave a quick few chirps, speaking the language of birds and seers, before the raven squawked unceremoniously and flew to a perch that Hiccup transfigured from a sword that was left in the tent.

Eret was in awe of the display of magic. The spartan command tent went from being dilapidated to luxurious in seconds. Eret was drawn from his awe when Hiccup began to speak. "As I said, we reward loyalty handsomely," he said.

Eret gulped and nodded his head once more before his eyes darted to the raven watching him closely from the perch. The bird watched him with an eerie stillness that no living creature possessed. Hiccup smirked. "My raven. He will watch you and ensure your safety," he said reassuringly. Eret had no doubt that the raven would also ensure he wouldn't say anything about Vrangr's identity or the contents of the conversation they just had. Not that he ever would. He valued his neck too much to throw his life away meaninglessly.

Hiccup, satisfied with his handiwork, left to find Stoick and hammer out the details of Eret's safe return to his kingdom. He found him, Spitelout, and Gobber drinking from large tankards of mead by a large bonfire with many other warriors of Berk joining them. Hiccup sighed and accepted it would be a long night.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Eret drew in a shaky breath as he stood on the bow of the small ship that the Vikings had deemed him worthy of sailing home in. It was small, maybe twenty feet in length, and only required four men to paddle. It was a far cry from the large warships he was used to travelling in. On the other hand, his head was still attached to his shoulders. So he had that going for him. He thought back to his encounter with Vrangr, the son of Loki, and shuddered. "A deal with a demon," he muttered quietly under his breath. He feared what he would find when he returned home.<p>

And right to fear he was. The Vikings delivered him without pomp and quickly pushed him onto the sandy beaches of his home before turning and returning to their brethren. Even from the shore, he could see large plumes of smoke rising from the city. Eret almost didn't want to see what state his home was in.

Eret was drawn from his thoughts by a man rushing from the bushes to greet him. He had wild look on his face and his eyes were tinged with the madness that came only from loss. "My lord!" the man greeted as he kneeled.

"Greetings… Manni, if I'm not mistaken?" Eret said in his best regal tone.

The man raised his head and wore a surprised expression that his prince, now king, would remember him. "Yes, my lord. I was a lieutenant in your father's army— professional dragon hunter," Manni answered.

Eret nodded and gestured for the man to stand. "Walk with me. What happened here?" he asked as he and Manni began to travel to the city proper.

The dark look that overcame Manni was harrowing. "That… that _witch_, the woman who controls the dragons, she cursed our home and unleashed the fires of Muspelheim upon us. I saw her, my lord, in the flames. She chased me to this very beach and burned every man, woman, and child in her path," the man said.

Eret gave Manni a strange look before he heard a crunching noise beneath his boots. Eret paused in walking and looked down where he drew in a sharp breath and stumbled backwards. A scorched set of human bones, charred and blackened, were strewn across the path they had been walking on. The path itself was black as night, horribly burnt from the fire. Where there was rocks, there was now only large, flat stones where the flames had molded them into one. Even the sand was turned to glass under the intense heat of the magical fire.

"Like I said," Manni stated flatly.

Eret, shaken, sidestepped the remains and began to walk towards the city, or what remained of the city, off the beaten path. It took him and Manni nearly thirty minutes to reach the main gate, two ancient wooden doors carved by Eret's forefathers, which were little more than ash. The city itself fared little better. Buildings and homes were in ruins, charred skeletons were all that remained of much of the city's inhabitants. In the distance, Eret could see the small hill where his family's castle would have sat. It was gone, gone as if it had never existed in the first place. In its place was a large crater that obliterated the hill.

With great effort, Eret managed to drag his gaze to examine the rest of the city. Many of the ramparts were destroyed, either by the Viking invasion or by the magical fire, and citizens in the hundreds stumbled around aimlessly with glazed eyes— lost in the horrors that had befell them. Eret grit his teeth. No amount of promised power and riches was worth this. Vrangr had lied to him and destroyed everything he had ever known or loved.

Or had he? "Manni," Eret said seriously, "you said the woman who controls the dragons did this?"

Manni seemed to be shaken from his own reverie at his king's words. "Yes," he said softly.

Eret simply stood frozen and watched with unseeing eyes as his people scrounged for basic necessities like food, clothes, and water. No, Vrangr didn't do this. He was too smart, too cunning. He didn't need Eret and his army, but he wanted them. He wanted them enough to spare his life. But the dragon witch? The dragon witch was not bound to Vrangr. The dragon witch wanted revenge for their past deeds. Revenge which she found during the attack. Suddenly, it all made sense.

"Manni... " Eret began, "I believe the dragon witch used the Viking attack as a diversion. With us distracted by the Vikings, she descended upon us and used her foul magicks to smite our people."

Manni and Eret seemed to share a comfortable silence for a time as each considered the possibilities. After ten minutes, Manni found his voice. "Yes, my king. I do believe you are right," he said.

Eret moved his gaze, which had hardened considerably and forever more, from the remains of his city to Manni. "Will you help me avenge our people, Manni?" he asked darkly, yet quietly.

Manni, too, moved his gaze from their ruined home to his king. His reply was instant. "Yes, my king," he whispered in reply.

Eret nodded and returned his gaze to the city. "I am promoting you to General. You will be second only to myself for this campaign. Do you have any suggestions for other trusted men who would join us?" Eret commanded.

A small feral grin touched Manni's lips. "Aye, my king, I do," he said, and the two men plotted the downfall of the greatest threat in Midgard. A raven cawed in the dying light of dusk as the two men made their pact.

Or so they believed. Several miles of ocean away, the son of Loki, listening through his raven, barely contained his laughter.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup was drawn from his spell and could hardly hold in his giggles. A feral smirk threatened to erupt at any moment and it took him nearly a full minute before he managed to regain control of his emotions. Everything had gone according to plan.<p>

Hiccup was roused from his reverie by the symphony of shouts around him increased in volume. He was currently seated in a large, and very long, tent. In which sat nearly every member of import on Berk. The Vikings were currently arguing over whether Hiccup's rather forceful plan would work. Of course, the Vikings didn't know Hiccup was planning on sewing the seeds of war greater than any Midgard had ever seen. They had simply thought Hiccup was weak handedly dealing peace to avoid bloodshed. Hiccup struggled, again, to contain his mirth.

Astrid watched Hiccup closely from her seat next to Hiccup. She had felt him slip into a spell, one which she did not know, and become absent from the current happenings for some time. When he returned, he was happier than he had been since they first returned to Midgard. Something was odd.

Hiccup winced as his more sensitive ears began to ring due to several slightly drunken elders began bellowing at the top of their lungs. Hiccup sighed. A small infusement of magic in his voice was all it took. "_Silence,_" he commanded, his voice echoed through the room leaving no room for disobedience. None disobeyed.

"Perhaps we should pick up this… discussion, again tomorrow. I'm sure we could all use a good night's rest after today's battle. I assure you that Eret will uphold his part of the treaty and maintain peaceful relations with the archipelago," Hiccup said imperiously. "And will not harm dragons," he added, seeing his mother's rather cross appearance. That seemed to appease her.

The Vikings mumbled their acceptance and slowly but surely began to file out of the tent and back to their families and their lodgings for the night. Tomorrow they would begin preparations to return to Berk.

Hiccup was quick to leave, almost out the door before he finished speaking. Astrid followed closely behind him. The two of them made their way to their camp on the far side of the island where they quickly disrobed and got into their bedrolls. Hiccup let out a content sigh as Astrid slid under the covers.

"What are you hiding from me?" Astrid asked tiredly as she settled down to go to sleep.

Hiccup grinned. "You'll see," he said, equally as tired. Astrid wiggled against him seductively in response to him not answering her question. A wide grin touched Astrid's lips as Hiccup groaned in frustration and turned away from her to get some sleep for the night.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Every warrior of Berk, and many dragons, slept until well after noon the day following the battle. Everyone was exhausted. So, when the sentry's horns sounded to alert the army that they were under attack, many jumped out of their skins in surprise.<p>

Hiccup and Astrid bolted upright from their shared bedroll. Astrid drew one of her throwing axes and had it cocked and ready to fly in the blink of an eye. Hiccup had magical fire burning in the palm of his hand ready to incinerate any who would attack them. Another blast of the horn reminded them why they had been woken up. Both of them shot out of bed and tugged on their boots before pulling on their armor. Hiccup fumbled with his belt which Astrid thought was both comical and endearing in equal amounts.

Hiccup cursed as he felt his hands shake due to the magical exhaustion he was experiencing. His Veilform and the use of the Kvikr Aldrnari curse had left him severely drained of energy and now the aftereffects were showing. With a great deal of concentration Hiccup managed to fasten his belt and get both of his swords in their places. He decided to forego armor entirely, half because he didn't want to put in the effort and half because he didn't want Astrid to see how weak he was at the moment.

Astrid thought it was odd that Hiccup hadn't donned his armor but said nothing as the two of them ran, fast as the wind, to join the rest of the army in the centre of the island. Astrid noted that Hiccup had, in fact, seen fit to wear his Order tabard. The garment gave him the same regal look it did with his armor that Astrid liked so much.

It took only seconds for them to reach where the army was gathering. "What's the situation?" Hiccup barked at a nearby sentry as he approached. The man jumped and stuttered out what was happening.

"So you're saying the trappers are sailing towards us right now?" Astrid asked, to clarify, when the man couldn't figure out how to work his tongue in Hiccup's presence. The sentry nodded eagerly.

Hiccup paced and tried his best to reign in his anger. He did not expect them to attack so soon. Evidently Eret and Manni had worked faster than he anticipated. Hiccup drew in a deep breath to calm himself before going over the multitude of plans he had created for every possible scenario. Eventually, he chose a suitable one to act on. The army of Berk raised their hands to shield their faces from the wind as Toothless' large form dropped from the sky next to Hiccup. Without saying a word, Hiccup leapt into the saddle and the duo were halfway to the approaching fleet of ships before either Astrid or Valka could stop him.

Toothless circled above the lead ship of the fleet where he eyed the crew closely. "_It's him,_" Toothless said, answering Hiccup's unspoken question.

Hiccup nodded and dismounted from Toothless in mid air. Toothless remained in the sky, circling the ships predatorily. Hiccup winced as he used part of what little magic he still had to slow his descent as he dropped to the deck of the ship. He landed softly directly in front of the ship's wheel where Eret and Manni were located. Both men nearly jumped overboard at Hiccup seemingly appearing out of nowhere.

Manni, having never seen Hiccup before, made to draw his sword but was stopped by Eret placing a reassuring hand on his shoulder. "My lord," he greeted politely, but firmly, "what do I owe the pleasure?"

Hiccup fought back his instinctive desire to kill the man for his impudence but refrained due to the plan he needed to orchestrate. "What are you doing?" he asked menacingly, a small bit of power lacing his voice.

Eret seemed to realize his earlier mistake and quickly quelled his anger at his home being destroyed. Vrangr was a being beyond him and could, and would, most likely, kill them all given the chance. "Vengeance. We believe the dragon witch was responsible for the destruction of our home. We want her blood," Eret answered, this time with much more respect. Manni stood to the side, giving his king some small measure of privacy while being available if needed.

Hiccup quickly made adjustments to his plan as he quickly surveyed how much manpower Eret had brought with him. It seemed that many of the men stationed abroad had returned with haste. _Perhaps the late Eret I had recalled them prior to his end,_ Hiccup thought to himself.

It took Hiccup only a few minutes to make up his mind. "I am a benevolent god, Eret. I will help you in your quest for revenge. Consider it a benefit of choosing the right side," he said with a smile.

"Of course, my lord," Eret answered. Manni sucked in a breath as Hiccup revealed himself to be a god.

"You will moor your fleet offshore from the island but make no move to attack unless you are attacked first. Am I understood?" Hiccup asked.

"Yes, my lord," Eret answered dutifully. Hiccup nodded and with a silent cue to Toothless, easily leapt back into the saddle as Toothless made a loop down to the ocean.

Eret and Manni stood in silence on the deck of the ship and watched Hiccup fly back to the island. "A god, my king?" Manni asked after awhile.

"Vrangr, a son of Loki," Eret answered his second in command. Manni's eyes widened as he learned a servant of the trickster god walked the mortal plane.

Hiccup returned to the island just in time to see Astrid and Stormfly, as well as Valka and Cloudjumper, preparing to take off after him. They halted in their preparations at his approach. "What happened?" Astrid asked as soon as Hiccup's boots touched the ground. Valka, Stoick, Spitelout, and Gobber joined Astrid in greeting the returning Hiccup.

Hiccup steeled himself for the web of lies he was about to spin. "It seems the trappers believe that Valka was responsible for the magic that devastated the island. They want revenge, and they are willing to violate the treaty and lay down their lives for it if they have to," Hiccup explained.

Stoick seemed to take offense to this. "Over my corpse," he cursed darkly. Spitelout and Gobber quickly began rattling off battle plans and diplomatic ideas. Hiccup looked over and saw Astrid deep in thought out of the corner of his eye.

"I have a plan," Hiccup said, waiting just long enough to give them enough time to plot on their own without making any actual plan.

"With the Rider in the North fiasco solved, Astrid and I no longer have a reason to remain on Midgard. We stayed to help with the trappers simply because it was convenient. Now that both issues have been resolved, I think it is time for us to depart once more. Mother," Hiccup said, directing his words to Valka, "I would like you to return with us. You are a rider; immortal and powerful in both body, mind, and magic. You are an outsider to humanity and do not belong on Midgard. I believe that if you come with us the trappers will honor the treaty once you are no longer harbored with the Vikings."

"How can you be so sure that they will not attack once you leave?" Spitelout asked quickly.

"I negotiated the treaty myself, and I am sure that Eret has no hostile intentions towards Berk. They only want Valka— that's it. If she leaves, they leave. They might not like it, but they will accept it," Hiccup answered with practiced ease.

"I will not run in the face of these savages!" Valka proclaimed, having finally absorbed Hiccup's plan.

"You don't have a choice, mother," Hiccup said imperiously. "If you stay here and a battle ensues I have no doubt that we will emerge victorious. However, it will be at the cost of many lives. Both human and dragon."

Valka swallowed her retort at the last of Hiccup's words. Hiccup wasn't done speaking yet, however. "It seems that Eret I recalled much of his forces prior to his death. We are now heavily outnumbered, far more so than during the battle on the island. If we fight, many will die. Of that I can assure you," he said emotionlessly.

_Buy it…_ Hiccup thought, willing his mother to fall for his ploy. Everyone was deep in thought, especially Valka, as they considered Hiccup's plan.

It took Valka nearly thirty minutes to make up her mind. "Very well," she said softly, barely an audible whisper.

Hiccup's lips twitched upwards in a quick smirk before he steeled his features once more. Hiccup worked his magic faster than he had ever done so before. One moment he was talking in a circle of Vikings, the next, he was looking down at Eret and Manni from the mast of a ship. Hiccup willed his raven to descend down to Eret once more. Eret and Manni were surprised when the very strange raven landed on the railing near where they were having a conversation.

Manni was instantly on alert as he watched his king stiffen in the presence of the raven. "My lord?" Eret asked questioningly.

The raven looked into Eret's eyes with its own motionless and unseeing eyes. Eret and Manni stumbled backwards in fear as the air between them and the raven coalesced into the wispy form of Hiccup. "Eret," the illusory Hiccup said, as was instructed, "the dragon witch is among our camp but is preparing to flee north. I cannot make any overt moves, so I leave chasing her down to you. Follow her north as best you can. I will move to follow her as soon as I am able. In the event that you cannot capture her, return and begin making preparations as per our agreement. This is a command from your god and is not open to debate."

His message conveyed, the illusory Hiccup once more faded into nothingness leaving Eret and Manni staring at the empty space in awe. The two men looked over to find the raven, only to discover it gone as well.

Hiccup's eyes snapped open to find Astrid eying him suspiciously. "Mother, take Cloudjumper and fly north. As far north as you can go. Astrid and I shall remain behind to make sure that the trappers do not attack. Once we are sure that Berk is safe, we'll fly north and find you. From there, we can make our way to the World Gate," Hiccup commanded.

Valka looked like she wanted to question Hiccup, probably about the realms and the World Gate, but said nothing and simply nodded before jumping onto Cloudjumper's back and quickly flying north. Before she left, however, she instructed all of the dragons to return to their nest somewhere in the icy northern wastelands.

Hiccup, Astrid, Stoick, Spitelout, and Gobber headed to a vantage point where they could see the enemy fleet. They watched as the fleet turned north and followed after Valka, exactly as Hiccup had instructed them to. After an hour, no ships were left within eyesight of the island. They had all followed Valka north.

"I think it is safe to say that they won't be coming back, but just in case, best if you head back to Berk on high alert," Hiccup said to Stoick.

Stoick was in full agreement. The Vikings had quickly packed all their things in the interim and were ready to head home. Stoick began barking orders out and in no time at all the entirety of the army of Berk was on their ships.

Stoick stood on the beach with Hiccup and Astrid as the last of his people boarded the ships. Stoick turned a questioning look to his son and Hiccup seemed to understand the unspoken question. "Astrid and I will be going after mother as soon as you leave," he said.

Stoick nodded briefly. Astrid could see the beginnings of tears begin to form in her chief's eyes. "This is goodbye then, son," he said before placing his hand on Hiccup's shoulder in a fatherly gesture of affection. Astrid was taken back to her vision of Hiccup and Loki, but unlike Hiccup enjoying Loki's touch, he wanted to shy away from Stoick's.

A small smile graced Astrid's lips as she watched Hiccup swallow his discomfort and allow his blood father a small measure of comfort from the gesture. Stoick nodded again, blinked several times, and turned to board the ship himself before setting sail and never looking back.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup let out a sigh of relief that everything had gone according to plan. His mother would leave Midgard and not meddle in his and Loki's affairs any longer and Eret will gather the army Drago and Eret I should have gathered. Combined with the riders he trained, they would be a formidable force when Ragnarok came to Midgard.<p>

"Shall we?" Hiccup asked Astrid as they both climbed into their saddles.

Astrid nodded, eager to get back to where she now considered home. It was strange that she spent so much of her time on Nidavellir and Alfheim wanting to go back to Berk, and now that she was there, she couldn't wait to leave again. Astrid realized, with a start, that her definition of home had changed. It was no longer her ancestral lodge, or her mother and father, or even the village. Her home was with Hiccup, and she wouldn't have it any other way.

Hiccup and Astrid enjoyed their flight north. Astrid and Stormfly lead the way, this time, as Stormfly's impressive sense of smell guided them to Valka and Cloudjumper. The sun was just beginning to set when they found their camp high in the mountains that separated them from the frozen north where the World Gate resided.

Hiccup and Astrid found Valka roasting several small fish over the fire, apparently knowing they would arrive soon. Both riders accepted the meal graciously before settling down for the night. Before falling asleep, however, Astrid decided to ask Hiccup a question.

"_Hiccup?_" Astrid said, speaking through their soul bond rather than aloud.

"_Yes?_" Hiccup responded tiredly, still exhausted from using so much magic.

"_... Did you cause the incident on the trapper's island?_" she asked quietly.

Hiccup's answer was slow in coming. "_... Yes,_" he finally answered, not wanting to lie to his love.

Astrid wrapped her arms around Hiccup in their bedroll and lay her head across his chest, feeling the rapid heartbeat beneath. She then forced every ounce of her love through their soulbond in an attempt to banish the darkness in him before the two of them fell sound asleep.

The next day, the three of them flew north and activated the World Gate. This time, Astrid performed the spell. Hiccup didn't possess the energy required and Astrid needed to learn how anyway. Astrid complained the entire way as they flew back to their home on Alfheim, much to Hiccup's mirth. A few weeks after returning, Valka joined the Order officially, although her training was rather short due to her extensive magical training under the White King, the alpha of her nest.

_And so life went on, and before anyone knew it, ten years passed._

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Hey guys! Nope, not dead. Two weeks since my last update? Sorry about that. I've been enjoying my summer and I really didn't enjoy writing this chapter. Since the chapter was written over the span of two weeks you might notice some inconsistency with the flow of the story. I apologize if it feels like that, but that's just how it happens.

With this chapter marks the end of the Berk arc. We won't see our human friends again until Ragnarok touches them, so it won't be all sunshine then either. I know some readers were interested in seeing what the rest of Berk has been up to but they really aren't part of the story in the grand scheme of things. Maybe I'll write a few spin off stories about what they have been up to, but I really doubt it.

Next chapter takes place ten years after the events of this chapter and will signal the start of the Asgard-Vanaheim story arc which then leads into the Ragnarok story arc. The Asgard-Vanaheim plot will mainly revolve around the post-war (war being the Asgard-Vanaheim war which Asgard won soundly) events as the "A-Team" is formed. We'll get to see the final member of my OC cast, as well as many of the classical gods in Norse mythology, including Thor, Odin, Frigga, and others. We also may or may not see a brief glimpse of Loki and Hiccup's family.

Most notably, I believe that the main event of the Asgard-Vanaheim story will be a sort of Olympics with the goal of bringing the two realms closer together. I've been wanting to write a sort of tournament style thing in homage to DBZ since the beginning of the story. **How would you guys feel about that?**

To clear things up from last chapter: The Order's oath is not magically binding. It can and has been broken, especially by Hiccup and the other human riders which Loki has recruited. Riders, especially human ones, are strongly discouraged from having children because they almost always die before their parents. There is a backstory to this about a rider that went mad from seeing his daughter die of old age. He went on to become one of the greatest apostates ever and was the first to dabble in necromancy. Gothi's advice was well meant and she had no knowledge of this stigma, however, neither Hiccup nor Astrid want to experience such loss. They may, however, have children in the future. Perhaps after Ragnarok, if they survive.

A note on Hiccup's "Veilform" as I've begun calling it. The Veil is a primordial plane of existence that exists between other planes of existence, essentially separating each universe. Those extremely talented in illusion magic are able to perceive this realm, and with training, can enter it. The Veil does not follow the standard laws of physics or causality and allows those who can use its energy to do things that seem godlike by the standards of those in the material plane. The energies within the Veil are foreign and dark, and wielding them causes the user to assume what I envision as a "Veilform." Whilst in Veilform, the user appears to be a being of shadow (literal) and has no physical form. For visual examples of this, see Blackbeard from One Piece, Ichigo's Final Getsuga from Bleach, etc. Things like that. This is how Eret did not recognize Hiccup. There are many strengths and weaknesses to this, some of which I have stated in the story already, but will be expanded upon in the future.

A reminder: Hiccup's familiar is the Valravn, a raven that feasts on the corpses of kings in Danish mythology. Astrid's familiar is also a bird.

The curse Hiccup used that was taught to him by Loki is the Kvikr Aldrnari, or "the living fire." It works by turning flesh into flame and the latent energy stored in living things. Quite deadly, and very efficient.

I've decided to list the "schools" of magic here. These are, broadly, the categories that all magic fits into. Within each of these schools are infinite sub-schools. For example, wards typically fall within the Rune school whilst Curses typically fall in either Transfiguration or Transmutation. Potions would fall under Restoration, and so on and so forth.

Transfiguration - changing something's shape, form, size, or density.

Transmutation - changing what something is made of.

Enchantment - giving something a quality it does not possess.

Enhancement - strengthening a quality something already possesses.

Illusion - manipulation of the mind, emotions, and senses via control of target's magical core.

Conjuration - creating something from nothing; using raw arcane energy to create something.

Restoration - using magic to heal injuries and cure poison, illness, and disease.

Runes - use of the written language of magic to accomplish a wide range of effects.

Blood magic - singularly unique magics that are impossible to learn but are instead passed through by blood from generation to generation.

Anyway, thanks for reading and I hope you guys enjoyed. Please leave a review, as I always enjoy reading them and it inspires me to write!

- Musica


	27. A Meeting of Kings

"Are you sure about this, my king?" a sagely looking old man asked.

Odin Allfather nodded his head, his snow-white beard bobbing up down. "I think it best we move to bring Vanaheim into the fold, if not as conquerors, then as allies. My wayward son moves his agents to the realm, intending to bring them into his dark alliance. If we allow such a thing to pass unchallenged he will finally have the strength to move against us in a more overt fashion," the Allfather said, explaining his reasoning.

The council that was convened contained the most powerful men and women in all the realms. Konungr, king of the dwarves. Zophiel, queen of the light elves. Frode, Grandmaster of the Order of Dragon Knights. Agvior, former elder of the Order and personal advisor to queen Zophiel. Last, but by no means least, the Allfather himself, the leader of those who opposed the darkness.

Their current subject of debate was a simple, yet vitally important, matter— what to do with the realm of Vanaheim? Prior to Loki's rebellion and the start of Ragnarok, the Vanir waged a vicious war with the Aesir, costing both sides many lives. The war lasted an age, thousands upon thousands of years. When the dust settled, both realms were in ruin and the Aesir stood as the victors. The Vanir's surrender was unconditional and many chose to flee their broken world and join the Aesir in some attempt to rebuild their race.

Others, still, refused to abandon who they were. The realm was divided in two; those who joined the Aesir, their conquerors, and those who refused and stayed true to their lineage as Vanir. Those who remained on Vanaheim were left to begin the slow rebuilding of a destroyed world. Entire cities wiped from the map, whole forests burned to ash, entire seas dried up. It was a slowly dying world and yet the Vanir held fast and managed to regain some of their realm's splendor a little at a time.

Thousands of years passed and tensions continued to run high between the two realms. Those who remained on Vanaheim grew to hate the Aesir and their traitorous brethren who joined them after their defeat so long ago. The Aesir, and the Vanir who joined them, thought of Vanaheim as a realm inhabited by savages and vagabonds. A broken realm in its death throes. Because of the hostility between both realms, it made it an excellent target for an ally in Ragnarok.

And that is why Loki and his allies began to make their move to recruit the Vanir into the dark alliance. With their support, they would finally have the power to stand against the combined might of Asgard, Alfheim, and Nidavellir. The Allfather could not allow such a thing to pass.

The council of kings had convened and pored over solution after solution to their current dilemma. After nearly a month of debating daily, the solution finally came to them. A way that allowed the kings and queens of the realms to meet the Vanir and also give them a chance to prove their strength and skill. The Grand Magic Games.

The Grand Magic Games were, simply, a series of contests of strength, skill, magic, and wit. Every realm, including the Order— at Grandmaster Frode's behest, could assemble teams and individuals to compete. While the Games were held, the political leaders would meet and convene to discuss alliances and all that came with them. The Vanir, after countless generations, would have a chance to prove themselves to the other realms. They would relish the chance to show the other realms what they were capable of. That the Vanir were not yet dead and gone.

"And if the Vanir do not agree to these Games of yours, Allfather?" Frode asked with a quirked eyebrow.

Odin smiled at his friend. They were the only two men alive who looked their age and with it came a sense of camaraderie. "I assure you they will," the Allfather said.

The kings and queens, and their various advisors and heirs, shared quick glances and whispers with each other before finally coming to a conclusion. "Very well. If you can convince the Vanir to host these Games, we will join you," Konungr, king of the dwarves, said, speaking for all the kings and queens. They nodded to show their support for the dwarf.

After parting pleasantries were exchanged, the kings and queens went their seperate ways to begin planning for their realm's participation in the Games. Although the main point of the Games was to bring Vanaheim into the fold, no one wanted their own realm to appear weak. Everyone would put their best representatives forward and try to win as much glory as they could for their homes.

Thus was how Frode and Agvior found themselves sitting in a small private room, alone, discussing who best to represent the Order of Dragon Knights. The two old men shared a knowing glance with each other, each seemingly knowing the others thoughts from years of working together. "I suppose we have no choice but to include them, don't we?" Frode finally said, speaking his thoughts aloud first.

Agvior chuckled lightly to himself. "That we do. They have quickly proven that they are the strongest among the Order after returning from Midgard, and together, they are unbeatable. You've sparred with them and you still came out of it with a large welt if I remember right," the elf said with mirth.

"I have no idea of what you speak," Frode said indignantly, rubbing the spot on his chest where the girl had nearly broken his ribs after landing a particularly strong blow on the boy. "Ruddy lovebirds," Frode cursed under his breath.

Agvior chuckled again. "Who else, then?" he asked the Grandmaster.

"The dwarf, Sigrid, would be a good choice. She also works well with the pair," Frode commented.

"Indeed, an excellent choice. Other than her, the only other rider free to compete would be Valka but her master tells me she is still caught up in her studies. I doubt she would deign to break just to participate in some contests of strength and magic," Agvior said as he mentally went through a list of Order members fit and free to compete in the Games.

Frode lightly hummed in thought. "Perhaps… an international team? A team consisting of every race, including members of the Order. Vrangr, Astrid, and Sigrid would be a part of it, of course, and then they could recruit others to join. They do have many friends, after all. I am sure the Allfather would be receptive to the suggestion as it would foster strong alliances to see our youth working together," the Grandmaster said as the beginnings of his idea began to take root.

"An excellent idea," an ancient, and tired, voice said from the door. Frode and Agvior turned to see Odin Allfather sit down and join them in their musings.

"An excellent idea indeed," Agvior echoed.

"So," the Allfather said conversationally, "tell me of these lovebirds who managed to land a blow on the great Frode?"

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup sat on a comfortable and regal looking couch reading a large book of the compiled history of the goblin race in his home on Alfheim. He wasn't so much reading as relaxing, his eyes half closed as Astrid ran her fingers through his hair and placed braids ever so often.<p>

Hiccup leaned back, his book forgotten in his lap, and gazed into the eyes of the love of his life with a sloppy grin on his face. Astrid smirked and leaned down to place a chaste kiss on his lips. A chaste kiss quickly turned to passion, as it so often did, before the two soulmates were interrupted by a gentle knocking on the door of their home. Astrid held onto Hiccup's lower lip with her teeth as the two broke their kiss and Hiccup sighed deeply before throwing his book across the room and making for the door. The book rocketed up the stairs to the library without so much as a word from either Hiccup or Astrid.

Hiccup straightened his clothes before giving the tree permission to admit their visitor, whoever it was that would be bothering them at such an ungodly hour of the night. As fate would have it, Agvior entered with a wide smile on his face.

"Hiccup, Astrid," he greeted each in turn with a respectful nod of his head.

"Master," Hiccup greeted in return.

"Not anymore, I'm afraid," Agvior responded before clasping Hiccup's shoulder. "I have something I'd like to speak with the two of you about."

Hiccup and Astrid led Agvior to a small sitting room, a new addition to the house that Astrid had added on when it became apparent that the both of them spent a lot of time reading. The new room would always capture the natural light outside, whether it was noon or midnight, and illuminate the pages that they were reading. Quite the ingenious bit of magic, if Astrid did say so herself.

Hiccup, Astrid, and Agvior took their seats in the sitting room and were about to begin their discussion when a medium sized object flew through the room towards Hiccup and Astrid at great speed. Hiccup, being closest to the object, ducked down and out of the way, while Astrid raised one hand and used the barest amount of enhancement magic to catch the object mid flight. Hiccup and Astrid beheld the object; a large mithril warhammer of dwarven make.

With a sigh, Astrid flipped the warhammer over, grasped the hilt, and sent it flying back the direction it came where a dwarf reached out from behind a wall and grabbed it. The dwarf returned the warhammer to her back before a wide grin spread across her face. In a display of agility rarely seen in her race, the dwarf sprinted across the sitting room in the blink of an eye and embraced Astrid in a tight hug. "Astrid!" she squealed in greetings.

"... Sigrid," Astrid said in response as she wiggled around, trying to find the space to breathe.

"It's so good to see you! And you as well, Hiccup," Sigrid said as she released Astrid.

"Uh huh," Hiccup said, faking a little dejection at not being greeted as warmly as Astrid was. Agvior just chuckled at their antics.

"Not that I mind, but what are you doing here? I thought you were on a mission to spy on the fire giants?" Astrid asked her friend.

Sigrid's grin just grew wider and she shared a look with Agvior. "That is actually why I am here to speak with you two," the old elf said sagely.

Hiccup's and Astrid's moods immediately became somber, thinking that something had gone wrong with Muspelheim. Ragnarok had become a cold war over the past few hundred years but tensions were running high recently. Everyone expected a proper battle to take place any day.

Agvior, seeing their worry, assuaged them. "Not to worry, no war. Not yet, at least. Quite the opposite really. We're hoping to prevent war. The council of kings has recently decided to extend an offer of alliance to Vanaheim and they have accepted our proposal to meet and talk politics," he said.

"Not that I mind… but we're really not the team to send for diplomacy," Hiccup interjected, knowing full well his soulmate had little interest or patience for the subtle art of politics.

Sigrid snickered a bit, knowing what Hiccup was talking about. She got a cold glare from Astrid in response. "Not to worry, the Allfather himself will be leading the talks. What we want you, Hiccup and Astrid, for is to participate in the Games that will be taking place during the talks," Agvior explained.

"Games?" both Hiccup and Astrid asked at the same time. A side effect of their soul bond, they often spoke the same thing at the same time, or finished each other's sentences for each other. The habit tended to drive many in the Order mad. Sometimes they would intentionally do it, too, and each would speak one word before the other spoke the next.

"The Grand Magic Games, an idea born from many long days of debate among the rulers of the realms. Every realm in our alliance will be invited to participate in the Games and display their race's prowess in magic and strength. The Order, while not a realm, is fielding a team as well as individuals for the Games. The Grandmaster and I, as well as the Allfather, believe that an international team consisting of members from every race would help foster relations between our allies. We were hoping you would be part of this team," Agvior explained.

Hiccup and Astrid seemed to consider the options and ramifications of what an alliance with Vanaheim would entail. Seeing his opportunity, Agvior continued speaking. "Of course, you know one other member of the team, Sigrid. We, the Order, were hoping that you could provide the others; an elf and a Vanir. As for the Aesir member… Thor has agreed to participate," Agvior said as gingerly as possible knowing full well the relationship Hiccup had with Thor.

"No, absolutely not. If you want this team to work, you can't have Thor on it boasting about how superior he and the Aesir are compared to everyone else. He'll be the downfall of the team," Hiccup objected firmly.

Agvior seemed to smile apologetically. "I'm afraid the choice has already been made by the council of elders. They think the Allfather's son will be the best chance at bringing all the realms together," he explained sagely.

Hiccup grumbled knowing that there wasn't a way to kick Thor off the team once the elders had made their decision. "Fine," Hiccup huffed, "I'm in if Astrid is."

"You know it," Astrid said confidently. A contest of strength and magic? That was the best thing she had heard in years of missions.

Agvior smiled brightly. "It's settled then. The Games begin at the first of the new moon. Make your preparations and settle your business here before making your way to Vanaheim. You can't miss the stadium," he said with a twinkle in his eye.

"Mind if I stay here?" Sigrid asked Hiccup and Astrid once she was sure Agvior was done explaining the Games to her friends.

"Sure, take your pick of rooms on the third floor," Hiccup said, gesturing to the stairs at the far end of the room.

Hiccup exchanged pleasantries with his former master before Agvior bid them both a good night and made his way back to his own home a few minutes away from where Hiccup and Astrid lived. Once the elf was gone, Hiccup and Astrid enjoyed a small dinner with Sigrid. They saw very little of each other the past ten years despite Sigrid having become knighted nearly eight years ago. The dwarf was assigned to keep a watchful eye, sometimes two, on Muspelheim and the fire giants. Needless to say, the task was all consuming with the fire giants penchant for battle.

"Hiccup?" Astrid asked her soulmate once they had retired to their shared bedroom for the evening, another one of Astrid's modifications to the tree house.

"Yes?" Hiccup answered, being awoken from his thoughts as he planned for the Games that they were supposed to participate in that started in little under a month.

Astrid chewed on her bottom lip in nervousness at her question, both because of how personal it was and how she feared what the answer contained rather than what the answer would be. "Can I see your memory of how you met Thor?" she asked tentatively.

"Sure," Hiccup said with little concern. Astrid had managed to get him to share more and more of his past to the point where there was little point in using her Seer's vision to view his past. Now Hiccup just gave her the memories freely through their soul bond.

Astrid felt the familiar rush of energy pass through her mind that signified that the memory had been given to her. With a quick mental exercise she managed to find the foreign memory and delved into it, laying flat on the bed as she did so. Her vision flared electric blue and she found herself inside the memory, living it as if she were actually there. It was a sensation very similar to the visions she experienced.

Astrid found herself on the back of a small black dragon, obviously Toothless, albeit much smaller than he currently was, flying over a lush forest that sprawled in all directions for infinity. Below her were two tides; one black, one white. Astrid watched as the two tides collided in a battle the likes of which had not been seen for an age. Dark elves slew light elves, and light elves slew dark elves. The forest floor that Astrid now called home quickly became slick with gore and rivers of blood trickled through the trees.

Astrid experienced a sudden lurching and found herself in an out of body experience. She watched as a very young, very _human_, Hiccup leaned forward and conversed with Toothless in the confines of their minds. Hiccup couldn't have been more than nineteen or twenty. Behind them, some thousand feet away, was the World Gate of Alfheim. Looking closer, Astrid could see that Hiccup looked exhausted. His hands were shaking and his hair stuck to his forehead with sweat.

Astrid remembered that Hiccup had first come to Alfheim by accident after discovering the World Gate. He must've been physically and mentally exhausted from braving the harsh northern elements and then using most, if not all, of his magic to open the World Gate. Astrid focussed on the memory, trying to hear the conversation Hiccup was having with Toothless. It took her a few seconds, but eventually she prevailed.

"... We've got to help them, Toothless!" Hiccup was saying to his dragon.

Toothless grumbled and rolled his eyes. "You're about to drop dead, Hiccup. We can't afford to help them. If we do, you're liable to die," Toothless responded. Even a dragon could see a losing battle.

"They're going to lose if we don't help them!" Hiccup complained, pointing to where the dark elves were breaking through the lines of the light elves and pushing for a small clearing where several tents were located. Astrid assumed it was where the queen and her commanders were. The light elves were quickly losing the battle.

Before Toothless could respond, the World Gate flared to life and several large ships flew out. Hiccup and Toothless looked over and met the black scleras of the dark elf crew on the deck of the ship— fully armed and armored. Both parties seemed to stare at each other in shock before erupting to life. Shouts of alarm on the ship went up and more than a few archers nocked arrows and fired at Hiccup and Toothless.

Toothless deftly spun out of the way, and at the same time, unleashed a blast of fire that easily consumed and destroyed the ship. Dark elves jumped from the falling ship, screaming and burning the whole way down to the ground where they were silenced forever. The other ships, seeing their comrades fall, turned to engage Hiccup and Toothless. Astrid watched in horror as Hiccup sat up straight in his saddle, raised both hands, and weaved a spell with what little magic he had left. Two bolts of emerald flame erupted from his palms and struck the hull of two nearby ships, quickly consuming the wood and causing them to fall from the sky. Hiccup shivered violently as his magic left him, now fully exhausted.

While Hiccup worked his magic, Toothless expertly sniped ships from the sky with accurate flame blasts. Wood and men rained down on the battle below. Astrid looked down and noticed many eyes, both dark and light elf, looking up at the duo. Astrid smirked at the look of fear in the eyes of the dark elves. It was only fitting that her soulmate would be as strong as she.

Seeing no more ships, Toothless lazily circled the battle while Hiccup recovered what magic he could. All the while he continued to rain down fire upon the dark elves, eventually giving the light elves the opportunity they needed to push back the dark elves.

Nearly half an hour later, Toothless was beginning to run out of energy to breathe fire and stay aloft while Hiccup had recovered enough magic to not get himself killed immediately. A split second decision resulted in Hiccup and Toothless diving towards the battlefield at remarkable, and terrifying, speed. The dark elves cried out in terror as the Night Fury set upon them while the light elves cheered in victory.

Hiccup leapt out of his saddle and drew a small cylinder from his waist. With a quick flick of his hand, a blade erupted and flared to life with fire. Hiccup and Toothless were a whirlwind of fang, claw, and sword as they cut down all who stood against them. The corpses began to pile on up around them, restricting their movements. Light elves surged forward, half to remove the corpses and half to engage the enemy. Astrid noted that both sides were now in disarray with no clear battle formations or lines. It was simply a grand melee of chaos. Hiccup saved his magic and allowed it to build more and more, recovering quickly to acceptable levels to use it in battle once more.

"_No!" _Astrid heard a very feminine, and very familiar, voice call out. Hiccup and Toothless, along with Astrid, looked deeper into the territory occupied by dark elves to see a familiar mop of golden hair being dragged through the mud.

"Auriel!" Astrid exclaimed, commenting to herself.

Hiccup and Toothless, not one to let an innocent woman be abducted and submitted to be the spoils of war, dashed forward to stage a rescue. Toothless cleared the path by stomping on those who stood in their path and using his tail to bat away large swaths of dark elves. Those who survived were easily dispatched by Toothless' fangs and Hiccup's sword. Seeing the unstoppable duo fast approaching, many dark elves chose to flee instead of face their death with honor. A few of the braver light elves followed in the path of destruction left behind by Hiccup and Toothless, catching and dispatching the survivors with deadly efficiency.

Eventually, after nearly ten minutes of combat, Toothless and Hiccup managed to catch up with Auriel and her captors. A dark elf had her pinned on a table and was tearing at her pants in an attempt to remove them, his own already around his ankles. Astrid's anger erupted at the barbarism on display, and she felt Hiccup's own anger echo through the memory. Toothless leapt through the air and quickly dispatched the dark elves surrounding Auriel, waiting their turn to taste her flesh. The dark elf that had been attempted to have his way with Auriel quickly found his head parted from his shoulders, courtesy of Hiccup. The man didn't even have time to notice he was dead.

Toothless wrapped a tail around Hiccup and Auriel protectively as the ranks of dark elves closes in around them. Astrid could see the struggling to get to their princess and her rescuer but their attempts were in vain. Hiccup, seeing that they were trapped and with no chance for aid, decided to use the rest of the magic he had been saving up since they started doing battle on the ground.

Hiccup stuck his sword into the body of the man he had just decapitated before pushing Auriel behind him, between Toothless and himself. Hiccup inhaled deeply, his chest cavity swelling with air. After he was sufficiently bloated, he exhaled, but instead of air, a small beam of fire shot from his lips. The beam of fire crossed the distance to the lines of approaching dark elves where it impacted the ground and erupted into a veritable sea of fire. The dark elves staggered backwards in fear as a tidal wave of emerald flame raced towards them, threatening incineration.

Most of the dark elves quaked in terror but a few retained their mental faculties. Those who possessed a talent for ice or water manipulation conjured rivers while those who possessed other talents drew water from the atmosphere to counter Hiccup's fire. Water and fire met in a battle of the elements, clashing for nearly ten seconds before water finally emerged the victor. A thick cloud of steam covered the battlefield and the light elves, as well as Hiccup and Toothless, took advantage of the impairment.

The light elves cut the dark elves down from behind while Hiccup and Toothless took Auriel and quickly fled the fighting by going deeper into light elf occupied territory. Astrid heard cheers of victory go up as Hiccup landed with Auriel in his arms. He dismounted quickly, intending to pass her off to one of her allies, when more cheers went up. The sound was thunderous. Astrid noticed all of the light elves were looking up at the sky. Astrid followed their gaze, looking up at the World Gate, where several tens of ships were coming through. Guarding them were several dragons with riders atop them, with one diving straight for them.

Seemingly being woken from their reverie with the reinforcements, the fighting began once more in earnest. Dark elves rushed forward in an attempt to reclaim Auriel while light elves fought to defend their princess. The lines of battle were nonexistent and it appeared to the eye that Hiccup could have been fighting for either side. A cold feeling of dread assailed Astrid as she knew what was coming next.

"Auriel!" a voice cried out. Astrid turned and saw Queen Zophiel emerged from a group of warriors and move to reclaim her daughter. Hiccup, not knowing elvish, didn't understand but figured the elf in his arms would be safe with the woman so he moved to hand her over.

Astrid shivered as she felt her hair stand on end. A moment later, a large purple colored dragon impacted the battlefield, standing between Hiccup and Zophiel. Astrid's head snapped upwards to the saddle only to find it empty. Looking back at Hiccup she saw a tall and muscular man sprint towards him with an eerie silvery hammer in his right hand. Astrid cursed as she saw the hammer swing and connect with Hiccup's arm, easily breaking it and causing him to drop Auriel and stagger away in pain.

Auriel seemed to chose that moment to recover from her ordeal and try to calm the raging god of lightning down, but it was too late. Astrid watched in horror as the silver hammer began to glow an unnatural electric blue color. A moment later, the air flashed white and Astrid felt a great torrent of arcane energy pass between Thor and Hiccup in the form of a great bolt of lightning that was nearly ten feet in width.

Astrid felt tears come to her eyes as Hiccup looked on in shock and feebly raised his non-broken arm in an attempt to block the magic to no avail. The bolt of lightning struck his arm, raced up to his shoulder, across his chest, and down his leg until it dissipated into the earth. When the flash of light disappeared, the only thing remaining was the smoldering remains of Hiccup's dying body. Plumes of smoke drifted upwards from the magical scar that was now etched into his flesh.

Thor was unceremoniously punched in the face by Auriel who staggered out of the man's embrace and towards Hiccup. She was quickly joined by her mother as the two elves made to try and heal the man that had saved her from a fate worse than death. They were interrupted by pained screeching coming from Toothless who was lost in his rage as his rider lay dying. Toothless roared in fury and unleashed a blast of fire upon Thor and his dragon that impacted a magical ward and exploded. The resounding explosion shook the very earth and caused many warriors of both sides to fall to their knees. Again and again Toothless made his despair known as he rained bolt after bolt of fire down upon Thor. Each time, his magic that sustained the wards dropped significantly until he could no longer whether the storm.

Light elves immediately sprung into action and began to sing, enchanting their voices with music as Toothless tried to avenge Hiccup. After a few minutes of singing, Toothless fell deep into a magical sleep. With the raging Night Fury out of the way, Zophiel and several other elderly elves rushed to Hiccup's side. Looks and quick words were exchanged before a decision was made. Hiccup was still alive, but only just. He needed magic, ancient magic, if he was to survive.

Zophiel and the elderly elven mages began to sing in a language that Astrid had never heard of before, it was neither elvish, dwarvish, of any of the tongues of man. Astrid doubted it was the language of the Aesir or the Vanir, or any of the other races. It was the language of magic from a time before creation itself when only gods walked the planes of existence. A blinding flash of forest green light burned Astrid's eyes, forcing her to shut them tightly and look away. When the light faded, Astrid found Zophiel and the elven mages exhausted an unconscious on the ground. In the middle of them was the newly reborn Hiccup with ears that every so slightly formed a point. Astrid looked around and saw a white void approaching her as the memory fell apart. It seemed that that was the entirety of the memory that Hiccup had seen fit to give her.

Astrid opened her eyes to the darkness of her and Hiccup's chambers and blinked her eyes several times. She looked over to see Hiccup in bed beside her, already fast asleep. Astrid smiled sadly before leaning over and placing a chaste kiss on his lips which he returned ever so slightly, unconsciously, before she joined Hiccup in rest.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup watched as Astrid closed her eyes and immersed herself in the memory of the Battle for Miotvior and his first encounter with Thor. He quickly threw off the sheets he was lying under and silently made his way out of the room and towards his study. Once there, he fetched a small black stone from his desk and placed it on the floor before sending his magic through it, causing it to activate and send a signal to its twin requesting an audience.<p>

A few minutes later, the stone flickered to life and projected the image of the spymaster of the Order and Hiccup's secret master, Auor. The Aesir woman smiled and greeted him. "Vrangr," she said warmly.

"Master," Hiccup greeted in return with a small smile.

"I take it you've been made aware of your participation in the Games?" Auor asked, quickly getting to the point.

"... Yes," Hiccup answered, posing his own question wordlessly.

"Good. Do your best to show off your strength during the Games. Your mission draws to a close and after the Games end you will no longer have a reason to continue," Auor informed her apprentice.

That was the best news Hiccup had received in a long time. "Are we ready, then?" Hiccup asked hopefully.

Auor's lips slowly moved upwards in a feral grin. "Indeed," she said simply.

"As you command," Hiccup said, nodding his head in respect. A moment later the image flickered out of existence.

Hiccup stood in the darkness of his study, staring at the lifeless black communications stone. His mission was finally nearing its end after nearly twenty years. His life was very shortly about to change, but for the better or the worse, he did not know.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"Ready?" Hiccup asked as Astrid packed the last of her belongings onto Stormfly.<p>

"Yep," she replied with a small smile. The two riders quickly took to the skies and left their tree home for, in Hiccup's case, was the last time he theorized. A quick backwards glance and a slight push of magic activated the blood wards on his home restricting access by anyone except for himself or Astrid. The first person to breach the wards would die a most painful death for their trespassing, not that there was anything of value left. Hiccup had removed every book on dark or restricted magic as well as anything that could link him or Astrid to the dark alliance.

Still, he warded his home on principle. Maybe he would even kill a few members of the light alliance when they came to investigate his home. The flight to the World Gate took only minutes and, combined, Hiccup and Astrid easily powered the gate and glided through. Their first stop, Asgard. They needed to, unfortunately, retrieve the god of lightning for their journey to Vanaheim.

The first thing that Astrid saw after emerging from the World Gate was a sprawling metropolis of ornate stone buildings that went on to the horizons in every direction. Towers hundreds, if not thousands, of feet in height stood in the middle of the city. Towards the outskirts were many smaller buildings, likely homes of the city's residents. The entire realm was one big city, completely devoid of any natural life except for the sparse trees that were grown for the beautification of urban life. Some distance, perhaps many hundreds of miles away, Astrid could see a small forest which Hiccup informed her was an area reserved for nature— trees, flowers, and animals. It was the only place natural things lived in the entire realm.

Hiccup and Astrid easily found their way to a large open area where dragons were supposed to land. They dismounted and found themselves in the very heart of the city. "Welcome to Asgard," Hiccup said grandly before pointing to a large temple to the right. "That is the headquarters of the Order, our largest stronghold. Every rider, at one point or another, has passed through its halls. To your left is the Senate, the governing body of the nine realms, or so they say. In truth they only make the laws for Asgard, Alfheim, and Nidavellir, and even then, it's only broad international laws. Usually only things restricting magic, such as apostate statuses."

Astrid felt lost in the busy metropolis. Tens of thousands of people were bustling by, going about their daily business. Overhead, thousands of small personal skyships sailed only interrupted by the occasional dragon in flight. "And in front of us is the royal palace where the Allfather reigns," Hiccup said, finishing his explanation. Astrid nodded absentmindedly as she took in the sights.

"Come on," Hiccup said, gesturing for Astrid to follow him towards the Senate. Astrid jogged to follow after Hiccup but faltered in her steps when a shadow cloaked her in darkness. Astrid's jaw hung loose as she looked up and beheld what was casting the shadow. A large island made of rock many thousands of feet in length blocked the sky. Astrid was quickly shaken from her stupor when she realized the oddity of the island. How had she not seen something so large from the sky? Surely she would have seen it on her flight in.

"Hiccup… what is that?" Astrid asked in awe.

Hiccup seemed to falter in his steps as well at the question. He turned around and saw her looking up and knew that she had seen the island and sighed deeply. He did not want to have to explain this to his love. "There's a giant… island! Up in the—" Astrid was saying before Hiccup cut her off with a kiss to prevent her from finishing the sentence in the middle of the very crowded street filled with prying ears.

Astrid returned the kiss happily but was slightly annoyed at not being able to ask her question. _"Don't mention the island, too many ears. It is… home,"_ Hiccup said cryptically through their soul bond.

"_Home?"_ Astrid asked, confused. Hiccup just nodded in response, looking a little nervous. Realization suddenly dawned on Astrid. Home. _Hiccup's home_. _Loki's home_.

Hiccup cast a quick glance at the island floating overhead and seemed to garnish some information. _"We can visit, if you'd like. I don't think anyone is there right now aside from the servants. We can always find Thor tomorrow,"_ Hiccup offered.

To Astrid, this was an easy question. "_Of course!_" she exclaimed.

Hiccup smirked knowingly and together the two of them made their way back to Toothless and Stormfly hand in hand before breaking and mounting their dragons. A quick flight, lasting only seconds, brought them to the outskirts of the island. Astrid felt countless, innumerable layers of wards covering the island. She gulped in nervousness at the sheer number of them. All it took was the smallest of mistakes and Astrid was sure that there wouldn't even be a body left to find.

Hiccup seemed to realize her fear. _"Don't worry. I wasn't sure you would be keyed to the wards or not because of our bond, but it looks like you are. You won't have any trouble crossing the wards, although you will still be… affected, by them,"_ Hiccup explained.

"_Affected?_" Astrid asked in alarm, too late. Toothless and Stormfly breached the wards and entered the island proper. Astrid immediately felt like she was swimming through liquid thicker than water as she passed the wards. She also felt the wards take effect, binding the knowledge of the island to her and her alone. Astrid would never be able to divulge the whereabouts or information concerning the home of Loki and his family for as long as she lived.

Astrid didn't know of any magic, let alone ward, that could do such a thing. She quickly scoffed at the thought. Loki was one of the most talented, if not the most talented, spellcaster in all the realms. He probably invented the ward himself precisely for guarding the location of his home, which by the way, was literally floating above the Allfather's palace!

A moment later, Toothless and Stormfly touched down on the island and the feeling of swimming dissipated. What Astrid beheld as the home of Loki could only be described as paradise. Whilst simply a rocky island when viewed from below was actually a utopia of vibrant, sprawling gardens that covered the entirety of the estate. Flowers, trees, and herbs of every variety and color were growing and well cared for. Astrid could see men and women tending to the gardens in the distance. Several large statues dotted the landscape, each depicting one of the members of the family; Loki, Fenrir, Hel, Narfi, and Vali. The newest statue, of course, depicted Hiccup himself.

In the center of the island was a large palace with an open courtyard. In the center was a large fountain that spewed water into the air. The pattern in which the water spewed changed every few minutes randomly. The water would even freeze over occasionally, forming a makeshift sheet of ice. On the far side of the island was a large circular arena made of gray stone which Astrid recognized from one of her visions where Hiccup was trained by Loki. A short ways away from the arena was a tall watchtower which gave the island an even higher vantage point. Astrid could see clouds of black coming to and fro from the tower— birds, she realized, probably ravens— who served as messengers.

It was truly a sight to behold. While Astrid took in the sights, Hiccup had just finished explaining to Toothless and Stormfly that there was an underground cavern where they could spend the night and find food and drink and a comfortable place to rest. Toothless and Stormfly took off to find the cavern whilst Hiccup slipped his hand into Astrid's. Astrid gave him a small smile before they walked through the gardens and towards the large palace in the center of the island.

The servants tending to the gardens ceased in their work and bowed low to Hiccup as he passed before returning to their duties after he had passed. It took the two of them only five minutes to find the entrance to the palace, all the while Astrid continued to gawk at the beauty of the island. The doors of the palace were impressive looking, and more importantly, utilitarian. The doors were several tens of feet thick and several hundred feet tall, made of solid adamantite that was enchanted to be stronger than it was and resistant to all forms of damage. On top of that, an intricate map of runes covered the doors from head to toe in a ward scheme whose meaning Astrid didn't even know where to begin to decipher. They were made to survive a siege from the combined might of the light alliance itself.

At Hiccup's approach, the runes on the doors flared a bright blue before dulling and swinging open on eerily noiseless hinges, allowing him and Astrid passage. The palace Astrid found herself in made the dwarves' opulence look plebeian in comparison. Rich, ancient wood was used for any wooden furnishings, which included grand tables, luxurious chairs, and innumerable portraits that covered the walls. On top of that, everything was gilded or inlaid with large emeralds of the purest green. Chandeliers of solid gold with decorative emerald crystals hung on the ceiling, lit by magical light. Like the gates outside, the entire mansion was covered in runes and enchanted to be stronger and more durable than it actually was. The palace, in all actuality, was an impenetrable fortress.

Combined with the suffocatingly thick wards surrounding the island, Astrid didn't think it was possible for any being, even the Nidhogg, to find and destroy the home of Loki and his family. Astrid was shaken from her thoughts by a door opening nearby where a thin, elderly looking dark elf emerged. "My god," the man said, bowing low in reverence towards Hiccup.

Hiccup didn't even return the man's greetings, Astrid noticed. "Is anyone else home?" Hiccup asked with an air of superiority.

"No, my god. Your father left this morning on… business. Your other siblings are on missions abroad," the servant informed Hiccup.

Hiccup nodded and began to walk towards a hallway near the end of the grand entrance hall. Astrid followed behind him but cast a backwards glance at the servant who bowed low once more before scurrying off to return to his duties. "It's a little bit of a maze but you get used to it after a while. It would be unwise to venture out of this hallway as there are many dangerous magical artifacts stored or displayed around the palace. This hallway is my wing so most everything is safe here, or at the very least, properly secured," Hiccup was saying as he gave Astrid the tour. Astrid couldn't help but smile at the giddiness Hiccup seemed to display at once more being "home."

"That door," Hiccup said, pointing to a set of stone doors with elaborate etching on the front of them that depicted a river with nymphs bathing in it, "leads to the bathhouse. The door farther down leads outside to a small garden with a path to the training arena on the far side of the island. On the opposite side of the hall is my bedroom, and the door next to it leads to the library. The others are just guest rooms except for the door at the very end, don't go in that. Also, avoid the stairs that go down, nothing… pleasant ever happens there."

At Hiccup's approach, the door to his bedroom opened itself. Astrid found herself in the same room she had seen many times in her visions. A small collection of books and scrolls adorned numerous bookshelves. A desk sat in the corner where a collection of parchment lay abandoned. A potions workshop occupied the far wall where Astrid saw Hiccup brew the poison that killed Auriel's father. In the center of the room was a low table surrounded by two luxurious chairs and four couches, all decorated with dark red wood and covered in dark emerald leather inlaid with gold trim. A large bed, easily able to sleep ten people, sat against the wall opposite the door. It was covered with emerald and silver fabric that spoke of wealth.

For perhaps the first time, Astrid finally realized just who Hiccup, or really Vrangr, was. He was the son of Loki, a prince in his own right, and a would be prince to the Aesir throne had Loki not rebelled and started Ragnarok. In a different life, Hiccup really could have been a king. Instead, he had been ostracized by the only home he ever knew and driven to hate and the darkness.

Astrid looked over to see Hiccup fall backwards onto his bed and sigh deeply with his eyes shut. Astrid smirked. "Good to be home?" she asked knowingly.

"Good to be home," Hiccup affirmed. Astrid smiled, and in the next moment, Hiccup was lightly dozing. She quietly moved to join him on the bed, as she was a little tired herself, and marvelled at the softness of the bed. Hiccup truly did live like royalty. A few hours later, the two woke up and enjoyed a feast fit for a king, courtesy of the servants, before retiring for the night.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The next morning Hiccup and Astrid once again found themselves in the heart of Asgard walking towards the Senate building where Thor was supposed to be. They passed through two large stone doors of the purest marble possible. Inside the gates was a large courtyard with several white trees that bore beautiful flowers. Farther in along the path through the trees was another set of gates, albeit much smaller. Standing guard next to the gates were no less than fifty men and women armed to the teeth.<p>

"State your business," one guard asked gruffly at their approach.

"I am Vrangr, and this is my partner, Astrid. We are riders of the Order," Hiccup said, puffing out his chest ever so slightly to accentuate his tabard, "and we are here to fetch Thor Odinson."

The guards shared a brief look with each other before one was sent into the Senate proper. Hiccup and Astrid waited patiently for ten minutes before the guard returned and whispered a few words into the ear of his superior. "Very well," the guard captain said before parting and allowing them entrance.

Hiccup and Astrid found themselves in a large atrium. The ceiling was many thousands of feet above them and great arches supported the roof. To their left and right were a series of doors that lead deeper into the Senate and in front of them was another set of doors, this time made of a dark red wood. Hanging on the walls next to and above of the doors were several magical paintings that seemed to move with a life of their own, above which, was a large inscription that said "Most Wanted."

Astrid stiffened as she realized she knew, if not personally, many of the men and women on the wall. Three portraits were easily identifiable— Loki Odinson, Fenrir Lokison, and Hel Lokisdottir. Above their names were very accurate paintings that seemed to capture their image perfectly. Next to them were two more names, Narfi Lokison, and Vali Lokison, both paintings were blank. Astrid's eyes flickered down below the names of Hiccup's family where the words "Wanted: Dead or Alive," were inscribed. Astrid's only relief was that Hiccup's name was not on the wall. Apparently it was not known that he was a son of Loki.

Astrid's eyes wandered over the other occupants of the wall, reading their names silently. Farbauti, king of Jotunheim, a savage and powerful looking frost giant with cold blue skin and piercing blood-red eyes. Surtr, king of Muspelheim, almost a mirror image of Farbauti, except with red skin and orange eyes. Blaeingr, king of Svartalfheim, a thin looking dark elf with bat-like ears and long white hair kept in a braid that ran down his back. Naefil, king of Niflheim, whose portrait was blank. Laufey, apostate most dark, which Astrid didn't know the meaning of. She was an exceptionally beautiful Aesir woman with inky black hair and piercing green eyes— the same color as Hiccup's and Loki's, even.

Other portraits still hung, whose names and faces Astrid did not know. All in all, there were nearly thirty portraits, all of which contained the name and face of a man or woman of import in the dark alliance. All were either apostates who practiced magic deemed illegal by the Senate or were political enemies guilty of innumerable counts of war crimes. Astrid couldn't help but fear the day Hiccup's name and face were described on the wall. Although they were wanted dead or alive, she got the feeling it would be preferable if they were returned dead.

Hiccup and Astrid waited for nearly ten minutes, all the while Astrid continued to read the names of the wanted, before one of the side doors opened to reveal a tall and muscular man dressed in regal clothing with a familiar silver hammer strapped to his waist. A thin blonde beard framed his face and his hair fell back to his shoulders. Astrid's eyes narrowed unconsciously at the man who nearly killed Hiccup, the god of lightning, Thor Odinson.

"Hiccup, my friend!" Thor called out rather loudly, his voice echoing off the walls of the large atrium, before reaching out and clasping Hiccup's shoulder in greeting.

Hiccup tried his best not to shrug off the gesture and be rude but couldn't help it. "Hello Thor, I thought I told you to call me Vrangr," he said irritably.

"Vrangr, Vrangr, then," Thor said jovially, "and who is this lovely young woman?"

Hiccup bristled at Thor complimenting Astrid's beauty. Like most Aesir, he was married. Also like most Aesir, infidelity was not uncommon. Hiccup decided to make his claim most clear. "My wife," he answered pointedly.

Astrid turned scarlet at the proclamation. Although they were closer than any lovers walking the realms, they were still not officially married— not for lack of wanting, of course— due to their respective duties and Hiccup's true allegiances. Regardless, Astrid wasn't one to deny such a claim. She'd have to work on making it a permanent title, not to mention official, during their stay on Vanaheim. She quite liked the sound of Astrid Haddock.

Thor seemed to smile broadly and genuinely. It seemed as if the man was incapable of duplicity. "Congratulations!" he roared before patting Hiccup on the back, repeatedly, in celebration of the news.

Hiccup just grumbled irritably. "Come on, we don't want to be any more late than we already are," he said tersely before walking back the way they came and out of the Senate building.

The guards saluted the trio as they walked through the gates and back into the garden of white trees. There was an awkward silence between Hiccup and Thor, though Thor seemed to not notice and was simply happy to be in the company of his "friend" once more. Astrid decided to break the ice. "So, Thor, why were you in the Senate building?" she asked, hoping to not be asking a stupid question.

Thor seemed to perk up with having someone to talk to. "My father thought it would be a good idea to sit in on one of the meetings the senators hold every week. Quite boring, really," Thor answered, seemingly bored and uninterested in the politics of the nine realms much to the chagrin of Odin.

"Was anything interesting discussed?" Astrid asked, not really wanting to walk the rest of the way to their dragons in the prior awkward silence.

"Not really. Politics are always so dull and the senators are so petty. They debated over the classification of a borderline dark magic for the past month and still haven't come to an agreement. I don't think the life of a senator is cut out for me," Thor answered, sighing heavily at the end.

Astrid stifled her laughter and earned herself a look from Hiccup. Astrid did not imagine that the god of lightning would be so disinterested in ruling, considering he was the crown prince of the Aesir throne.

"So, Hiccup—" Thor began to say.

"Vrangr—" Hiccup interjected.

"Hiccup— who do you have in mind for the other members of our team?" Thor asked, not paying attention to Hiccup.

Hiccup grumbled angrily until they were back into the heart of the city. "Most likely my friend Auriel for the elven member, and if we're lucky, another friend of mine, Agni, who lives on Vanaheim," Hiccup finally answered. Thor didn't seem to mind the wait and smiled happily at the team having already been assembled for him.

It was only a short walk until the trio finally found their way back to Toothless and Stormfly in the stables where they left them. Hiccup and Astrid greeted their dragons and quickly mounted and made ready to fly. Astrid was about to ask Thor where his dragon was when a large purple blur landed heavily in front of them. Although Astrid had seen the dragon before, in the memory Hiccup had given her, it was still a sight to behold up close.

Thor's dragon was a Skrill. And not just any Skrill, but the largest Skrill Astrid had ever seen. It was larger, even, than most dragons she had ever seen. Only a select few were bigger, like the Nidhogg and the Red Death. But then again, those kinds of monsters don't really count. Thor easily leapt from the ground and into the Skrill's saddle in a single bound before nodding, signalling that he was ready. Together, the three of them quickly departed Asgard and made their way back to the World Gate where they travelled to Vanaheim.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Well, hello again. This is back to more my normal update pace. I don't know if I'll be able to keep it up, but I'll try. Reviews motivate me to write, so the best way to get updates is to leave good reviews (hint hint).

This chapter is sort of a filler that sets the tone for the upcoming arc which will take place on Vanaheim with some scenes occurring Asgard. Asgard itself is a sprawling city that covers the entire planet, much like Coruscant in the Star Wars universe. It is the self-proclaimed center of civilization for all the realms. We'll see what Vanaheim looks like in the next chapter.

Partially introduced in this chapter were the main villains. Farbauti is the king of the frost giants and Loki's biological father in Norse mythology. Surtr is an infamous fire giant in Norse mythology who I have taken creative liberty with and made him king of the fire giants. Blaeingr is my OC for the king of the dark elves, whose name means "blackish or bluish" in reference to the color of a corpse or bruise. Naefil is the king of the Niflungr from Norse mythology, the race that inhabits Niflheim. They are a ract of trickster spirits who favor illusion magic. Laufey is Loki's biological mother, contrary to popular belief. Loki's full name, Loki Laufeyson, is actually referencing his mother because in old Norse it rhymes better. The Vikings, if not anything else, liked their rhymes.

Also introduced in this chapter is Thor, the god of lightning, and how Hiccup met him. It also gives a brief backstory to how Hiccup met Auriel and how he became an elf.

**If you have any requests for specific challenges for the Games,** please let me know in a review or a private message. Most likely I'll be spending most of the next chapter brainstorming over what to write than actually writing.

Thanks for reading,

- Musica


	28. The Grand Magic Games - Part I

Hiccup, Astrid, and Thor made their way back to the World Gate and the backs of their dragons. The flight was quick, albeit a somewhat awkward silence fell upon the group as it became obvious to Astrid that Hiccup wasn't particularly fond of Thor, while Thor quite liked Hiccup. Astrid cast a quick glance backwards towards the city and saw that the skies above it were empty and clear with a distinct lack of floating island that was home to Loki and his ilk. Astrid marvelled at the sheer power and intricacy of the wards surrounding the island and had in fact tried to read several books— that were, of course, highly illegal— that were contained in the library in Hiccup's wing of the palace to no avail. The books, oddly, refused to open for Astrid. Hiccup had laughed at her and explained that the books would only ever open for a member of the family, and that not even the soul bond would key her into those protections.

Thor had, of course, insisted that he be the one to power the World Gate for their travels, citing that such work was beneath a lady of Astrid's beauty, much to Hiccup's chagrin and Astrid's mirth. The World Gate opened with its familiar rainbow of colors before the three of them passed through it with practiced ease. When they emerged, the first thing Astrid felt was an intense, uncomfortable heat beating down upon her. Instantly, she began to sweat profusely. Astrid decided immediately that if Vanaheim was this hot, she didn't like the realm.

The next thing Astrid noticed was the angry red light that poured forth from the sky and bathed the land in its glow. The sun of Vanaheim was massive, easily occupying most of the sky. Faintly, in the distance, Astrid could see the faint outline of Vanaheim's moon. Turning her attention to the land itself, Astrid looked down upon a sea of golden sand that stretched onwards for infinity to the north, east, and south. To the west was an ocean, the size of which Astrid had never seen before, of the purest blue color. So pure was the water that it appeared to be transparent. Astrid could make out reefs and schools of fish in the ocean, as well as the occasional strange predators which had no counterpart on Midgard or any of the realms she had visited.

In the far north, the ocean narrowed into a large bay that appeared no bigger than Astrid's finger from their current distance, yet Astrid knew it surely must be a sight to behold. A number of rivers flowed from the bay, snaking out and forming a spiderweb of life that caused the sands of Vanaheim to form lush oases with tropical trees and grass. It was at this delta that Astrid saw their destination. A massive, sprawling city was built around the bay and its rivers and even into the desert proper farther to the east. The city was made of bleached sandstone that appeared pearly white in color and contrasted the angry red light of the sun quite beautifully. The architecture was unlike anything Astrid had seen or read about. The buildings were ornately designed, almost like a temple, with large statues and intricate carvings etched into the very walls. Large domed roofs were the most common, including the largest building of all, which had a bulbous domed roof that spiraled into a point— almost like a teardrop. It was a breathtaking sight. Far to the east, well outside the city limits, was a massive oval arena that Astrid assumed would be the location of the Grand Magic Games. It was built in the same style as the rest of the Vanir architecture, and equally as beautiful.

As Hiccup, Astrid, and Thor flew north towards the city, Astrid cast a wary glance downwards. What she saw was in stark contrast to the splendor of the city far on the horizon. Ruins dotted the landscape; abandoned homes, some burnt, others destroyed by other means, were the most common. Most disturbing of all were the massive graveyards that seemed to be outside of every small town. They were a forest of stone pillars, and with a small amount of magic, Astrid used her enhanced sight to read the names on them as they passed. The growing sense of horror increased as they passed town after town, each with its own mass grave, until Astrid lost count of how many they had passed. Every once in a while, Astrid would spy what she thought was a person living in the rubble. She made a mental note to investigate later.

Astrid cast a cautious sideways glance at Thor, who flew on the other side of Hiccup. The god of lightning had his features blank in an emotionless mask, and Hiccup's words and her own readings about the Asgard-Vanaheim war came to the fore of her mind. She vaguely wondered if the Games would be successful or not based on what she had seen so far. Too much death, too much ruin. How the Vanir could forgive the Aesir was beyond Astrid. How some of the Vanir could not only forgive, but forget, and join the Aesir was beyond her still.

Astrid relaxed as she felt Hiccup ground her tumultuous thoughts with his own, an anchor in the storm. She gave her lover a reassuring smile and focused on calming her worries with a mental exercise designed to keep her defenses sharp. Hiccup had begun drilling her on her mental defense and offense again when Agvior had delivered news of the Games. He was sure that they would be an event, and if Astrid was truthful with herself, she had been slacking on her studies in that regard. She had quickly corrected that fault when memories of what happened to Hiccup on Hvergelmir returned to her full force. Never again would she be so helpless in a battle of the minds.

The flight north continued on for nearly an hour in an awkward silence. Astrid could tell that the weight of what his people did was weighing heavily on Thor. Hiccup, for the most part, seemed to be silently enjoying Thor's misery with no one the wiser— except Astrid, of course. When the trio was no more than a few minutes from the city, which was some tens of miles away, Astrid noticed a strange… building, that she did not notice before from the great distance. It stretched from the bay and onto the delta, damming several rivers where it was built, for nearly a thousand feet. It was easily the longest building Astrid had ever laid eyes on. As she drew closer and closer, Astrid realized it wasn't a building. It was a skeleton. A giant, titanic, otherworldly massive skeleton. It's skull was easily the size of a small palace.

Astrid's head snapped to her other side and pinned Hiccup under her gaze, demanding an explanation. She knew he had saved a "small town" and killed a "small sea serpent" during one of his relief missions to Vanaheim for the Order. The city was not a "small town" and that skeleton was most definitely not a "small sea serpent." Hiccup just shrugged and promised to tell Astrid more later, which she would hold him to.

Five minutes later the trio of riders were circling above the city, trying to decide on a place to land. "We should meet with king Njörðr and request housing with him," Thor was saying, trying to argue his point of a meet-and-greet with the king of the Vanir.

For one, Hiccup didn't want to be present for the first meeting of Aesir and Vanir in thousands of years. That was sure to be a violent reacquaintance. For two, Hiccup wanted to meet, and preferably stay, with the family that he had befriended during his relief missions for the Order. They were much more down to earth than the occupants of the royal palace would be. Astrid simply watched with amusement as Hiccup and Thor spent nearly five minutes arguing about where they should stay during the Games.

"How about this," Astrid said, hoping to settle the argument for them, "Thor can go and speak with the king, and Hiccup and I can go see his friends. That way, you both get what you want."

Thor seemed to smile broadly in his own overly glad way. "That is agreeable, is it not, my friend?" he asked Hiccup.

Hiccup silently thanked Astrid for her ever growing genius. It was an act of a god. Thor willingly leaving him alone. "Yes, that's fine," he said as evenly as possible, trying not to let his happiness at the notion be obvious.

The trio of riders went their separate ways— Thor flying off to the large building with the teardrop shaped roof, and Hiccup leading Astrid towards the ocean and into the city's harbor district which overlooked the bay. Beneath them, hundreds of Vanir looked up at the sky with wonder as the two riders passed overhead. Several children ran after them, pointing and yelling excitedly. The flight took only minutes until Hiccup and Toothless suddenly landed in a small clearing among the metropolis. On closer inspection, the clearing was actually a large courtyard that housed several expansive gardens. Surrounding the courtyard were several beautiful buildings in the same architecture as the rest of Vanaheim, albeit somewhat less grand. It wasn't the most luxurious of places, but it had a homely feel about it.

Astrid dismounted Stormfly just as several kids burst from a nearby door and started squealing excitedly and chattering in a language Astrid didn't understand. The children danced around Hiccup happily and Hiccup noticed Astrid's distress. Using another useful benefit of their shared soul bond, Hiccup passed on his knowledge of the Vanir language to Astrid. While useful, Hiccup rarely used this particular part of their bond. Power and knowledge without wisdom lead to quick downfalls. Hiccup could have given her his vast repertoire of spells and knowledge of the arcane but Astrid wouldn't have learned any of the lessons Hiccup did as he mastered them.

Astrid's eyes darted back and forth as her brain absorbed the knowledge and filed it away accordingly. When her focus finally returned to reality, the children's chattering was now understandable. "Uncle Vrangr!" they sang happily.

A moment later, a Vanir man wearing white robes emerged from another door. He had long, inky black hair tied up ornately in a ponytail that hung to his back. A long, but stylishly trim, beard adorned his face and ended in a long point that jutted away from his chin. His most startling feature, however, was his dark, bronze colored skin. Around his waist was a large sash and a long curved scimitar with a golden hilt. "Geilir," Hiccup greeted respectfully.

The man, Geilir, smiled warmly and extended his hand. Hiccup returned the gesture and shaked hands easily in a way that spoke of both respect and friendship. "It is good to see you again, Vrangr. I had wondered if I would be seeing you with the announcement of the Games," Geilir said sagely.

"Yes, well, I was hoping to speak with Agni and hopefully procure lodging here— if that is okay with you, that is," Hiccup asked Geilir somewhat formally.

Geilir smiled wryly. "I'm sure my son will be along shortly, you happened to arrive in the middle of his lessons for the day. You're free to our guest rooms whenever you find yourself on Vanaheim, of course," he said.

Not a moment later, the doors burst open and a young Vanir man ran into the courtyard with an older and slightly balding man running after him, lecturing him about how leaving his lessons early was unbecoming of one of his station. "Vrangr, my friend!" the young man called out before jogging over to Hiccup and playfully punching him several times in the shoulder.

"Good to see you, Agni," Hiccup said with a small grin on his face.

Astrid observed Agni, whom she guessed was Hiccup's friend. He was tall and lanky with the same tanned bronze skin and inky black hair as his father, yet he had a hardness about him that spoke of living through harsher times. At his waist was a long, curved dagger— both ornate and practical in design. His eyes were a strange, but enchanting, color of charcoal black. He spoke to Hiccup in elvish with a slight accent, making his W's sound like V's, and his Y's sound like long strands of E's.

Astrid was drawn from her observations when she recognized her name being said. "And this is Astrid," Hiccup said, introducing her to his friend and his family.

"It is a pleasure to meet you, my lady," Agni said with a flourish in his thick, but somewhat endearing, accent.

"A pleasure," Astrid responded in kind, not wanting to be rude.

"It is absolutely scorching today, care for a drink?" Geilir asked Hiccup and Astrid, who readily agreed. Vanaheim really was much too hot.

Hiccup, Astrid, and Agni followed Geilir through a complex maze of halls on their way to wherever they were to be served. Geilir's and Agni's home was different than any of the places Astrid had stayed before. It was not opulent nor richly adorned in gold and jewels, but it had a certain nobility in its decoration that spoke of pride, but most of all, it appeared to be homey and lived in. Sigrid's home on Nidavellir was too large and spacious to appear occupied, and Auriel lived inside Miotvior which was more tree than home. Even Hiccup's tree house on Alfheim looked like a place to crash for the night rather than a place to call home. Astrid, of course, remedied this after she moved in, but that was beside the fact.

Hiccup, knowing that Astrid hadn't been paying attention to the conversation in the courtyard earlier, took pity upon Astrid and decided to fill her in. _"Agni and his family are merchants, some of the most successful in the realm. When the sea serpents were attacking in droves a few decades ago, they were one of the only families to continue trading. That's why I was assigned to guard them during the relief missions and we quickly became good friends after that. When we fought the sea serpent alpha, Agni was there with me,"_ Hiccup explained his friend's family and past summarily through their soul bond, so it wasn't obvious Astrid hadn't been paying attention during their introductions in the courtyard.

"_So… you do have friends that aren't royalty?"_ Astrid teased.

"_Of course,"_ Hiccup mentally grumbled, _"and you can't really call Sigrid royalty. It would be an act of a god if she became queen. She's like… the thousandth in line to the throne!"_

"_Still,"_ Astrid said with a wry smile.

After a brisk walk Geilir led his guests into a large antechamber designed to host gatherings. There were several men mulling about, garbed in fine clothes of silk and rich colors, all of whom had weapons strapped to their waists. Several tens of men sat or stood on the outskirts of the room, well out of hearing distance, and all armed to the teeth. "Business partners and their henchmen," Geilir explained to Hiccup and Astrid.

Geilir sat Hiccup and Astrid at a long, low sitting table. On the floor were a multitude of plush cushions of brilliant colors. Agni plopped down in a large royal purple cushion and Hiccup sat to his left. Astrid followed their example and sat to Hiccup's right. At the end of the table were three merchants making small talk. "If you'll forgive me, I have some business to attend to. Shouldn't take long. Can I trust you to be a good host, Agni?" Geilir said, excusing himself.

"Of course, father," Agni said politely with the barest hint of a grin on his face.

"So… tell me about the Games," Agni said conversationally once his father left.

Hiccup rolled his eyes. "We need you to join, like I said. The Order wants to form some sort of team consisting of every race, foster friendship and all that. You're the only Vanir I trust to not be beaten easily," Hiccup explained.

"So what you're really saying is that you need me to join so your team has a chance of winning, eh?" Agni taunted playfully.

"Sure, if you haven't slacked off in your training these past two decades," Hiccup shot back.

Agni's face warped into a mask of mock hurt. "Vrangr, you wound me so, my friend," he exclaimed with a fist over his heart. "I've become even better with my fire since we faced serpent alpha," he added with a hint of pride.

"Your little parlour tricks are not exactly fitted for combat," Hiccup commented.

Astrid watched as Hiccup and Agni exchanged witty banter back and forth like children, even though Hiccup and herself were approaching forty years old. Hiccup certainly didn't look forty, and Astrid certainly didn't feel forty. It was a strange feeling to know you were nearly half a century in age, yet barely looked older than a young adult. Astrid's thoughts went back to Berk and her parents and family. Her mother and father, if they were still alive, would be in their sixties, nearly seventies. They would be dead soon, assuming they were not already. Her friends, the boys and girls who she had grown up with, would be old men and women when she returned again.

Hiccup, sensing Astrid's line of thought, snuck his hand under the table and laced his fingers with hers in a comforting gesture. A quick glance from Astrid revealed that Hiccup was still listening to Agni, but he kept one eye on her. Astrid tightened her grip in appreciation and Hiccup idly rubbed circles on the back of Astrid's hand with his thumb.

"You don't believe me! Fine then, I'll just have to show you," Agni exclaimed as he stood from his cushion and fetched a vicious, curved scimitar from one of the nearby guards that had been chuckling at Hiccup and Agni's banter.

Agni withdrew a small leather flask from his hip and poured a bit of the contents, a dark green oily substance, onto the length of the scimitar. With a snap of his fingers, the oil caught fire, turning the scimitar into a blade of flame. With a few mock bows to the crowd, and the flourish of an entertainer, Agni tossed the blade into the air where it spun several times before catching it and summarily swallowing the entire length of the blade.

"Oh my god!" Astrid exclaimed, thinking Agni had just unwittingly killed himself in the most horrible way possible. Hiccup's laugh and a light squeeze of her hand assured her that everything was okay and not to run to Agni's rescue. That would ruin the performance after all.

After a few seconds, Agni removed the flaming scimitar and appeared unscathed. A round of applause went up to which Agni bowed several times. A small crowd was gathering now, even the merchants who had been discussing business stopped to watch Agni's performance. Borrowing another weapon from a nearby guard, this time a long halberd, Agni began to juggle the flaming scimitar, the halberd, and the flask of oil. He eventually managed to coat the head of the halberd in oil between juggles and ignited it with a mere thought. Agni continued to make his rounds on the guard, grabbing another scimitar, two daggers, and a shortsword. He repeated the same process and quickly had a small arsenal of flaming weapons being juggled through the air.

The crowd applauded the act, but it wasn't enough for Agni. He intentionally missed a juggle, one of the flaming daggers, and the weapon landed on his face. The crowd gasped, thinking he had made a mistake, only to discover that he had swallowed the flaming dagger to the hilt while maintaining a perfect juggle on the other weapons. Agni did a small dance while tossing the flaming weapons back to their owner's scabbards where their flames were extinguished.

The crowd applauded again while Agni bowed. For the grand finale, Agni took a small swig of the oil from the flask and spat it out into the air towards the roof. A gout of orange and gold flame followed the oil and changed into the form of a long, sinuous dragon with no wings and a mane of hair. The dragon danced in the air to commands only Agni could hear, sending sparks raining down. After a few seconds of elaborate dancing, the dragon faded to nothing.

Agni plopped back down next to Hiccup with a wide smile on his face to the applause of the entire room. "Very impressive," Hiccup commented, adding his own applause.

"Thank you," Agni said bashfully.

"Are you planning to entertain your opponents in the Games to defeat?" Hiccup asked wryly.

"I think you'd find that I'm more than capable of using them for fighting too," Agni said with a challenging look in his eyes.

"I believe you, I believe you. Alright, you're in," Hiccup said, both hands raised appeasingly.

"Good," Agni said with a decisive nod, "so who are the other members?"

"Myself, Astrid, our dwarven friend Sigrid, Thor, and you. With any luck, our elven friend Auriel will join us as well. I sent her a message before we left Alfheim. If not… we can always find someone else," Hiccup said.

"Shouldn't you have someone already? Preliminary selections begin in a few days," Agni asked.

"Since we're participating for the Order and have members from every race, we've been given the last seed for the main games. We're technically already guaranteed a spot. The various teams will compete for the other four spots. From there, we'll do matches with the four teams to decide the winner. During the down time, the other teams will compete in… friendlier competition. At the end, there will be a dragon race to commemorate the event," Hiccup explained.

"Sounds fun. Too bad everyone knows you'll win the dragon race," Agni boasted of his friend's air superiority.

"Hey," Astrid said challengingly, "me and Stormfly could give you a run for your gold."

"I do not doubt it," Agni said while Hiccup snickered. Astrid punched him in the shoulder for his transgression. Hiccup hissed in pain, quietly, and rubbed his sore shoulder. Agni laughed at their antics.

"I knew it. Fair Vrangr lost his heart. How did you manage, Astrid?" Agni mocked.

"I had to beat it into him, practically," Astrid said as she rolled her eyes. Hiccup laughed lightly.

"You must hit harder than I do, then. I tried to get him and one of the dancing girls together but he wouldn't have it," Agni said as he laughed.

"Oh?" Astrid asked, interested. Hiccup stopped laughing and shook his head back and forth imperceptibly, in a very clear gesture of "shut up."

Agni's father, Geilir, took that exact moment to return. Following behind him were several business associates, and behind them, several servants carrying food and drink. Behind the servants were numerous scantily clad women wearing clothing that displayed their stomach and thighs. Their dresses were ornate and covered in beads and jewels. A mask of the same cloth their dresses were made of covered their faces, except for their eyes. A moment after the dancers entered, a musical tune began to play throughout the room that sounded like the beating of drums.

The women danced to the music, gyrating their hips fluidly and artfully. At first glance, Astrid thought that the dancers might have been prostitutes but that notion was quickly discarded as the women lined up and made unnaturally quick motions with their arms, making the woman in the front appear as if she had many limbs. It was a performance, an art, much like the display Agni performed earlier. The merchants watched for a while before turning to food and drink and conversation once more.

Geilir approached where Hiccup, Astrid, and Agni were seated and sat down on a cushion at the head of the table. Seeing his son's giddy attitude, he assumed he had agreed to join the Order's team for the Games. "So, I take it you agreed, then?" Geilir asked his son wisely.

Agni nodded his head and fidgeted in his seat. The fires that lit the room seemed to flare up at his excitement. "Good. Do your best to bring honor to our family and people. I know better than most how hard you have trained these past years," Geilir encouraged his son.

A few servants brought out a spread of food for Geilir and his guests. Astrid had to bite her tongue, quite literally, to refrain from violently recoiling. She had seen some strange food on Nidavellir, but nothing quite topped what she saw before her. A large, thick snake was coiled up on a gold platter, and in the center, a spike held its head aloft as if it was about to strike. The only thing that betrayed its status as a meal was the steam rolling off its cooked flesh. Another platter had various… insects displayed— cooked, steaming, and missing their outer shells that displayed their meat.

"_Hiccup! Is this… food? Are we supposed to eat this?"_ Astrid hissed through their soul bond. Hiccup tried his best to stifle his giggles, to moderate success. A portly merchant sat down opposite of Astrid and took a large insect and began to eat its legs, which crunched loudly and disturbingly.

Astrid shivered. _"Yes, but it's okay not to eat. No one, human or otherwise, enjoys Vanir fare much. Except the Vanir, of course,"_ Hiccup said. Next to Astrid, Agni was butchering a small animal that appeared to resemble a monkey.

A man with a thick beard sat opposite of Hiccup grabbed a long knife and sliced the cooked snake's belly upon, out of which erupted a flood of smaller snakes. The baby snakes slithered up and down the table where the Vanir stabbed them with forks before devouring them. _"I think I'm going to be sick," _Astrid said, looking quite green.

Hiccup chuckled under his breath and shared a memory with Astrid to take her mind off the strange eating habits of the Vanir. It was late at night in their tree house on Alfheim, with ambient moonlight streaming in from a window that illuminated Astrid's sleeping form. Hiccup sat in a nearby chair painting, albeit magically, her countenance. The sheer adoration in the memory made Astrid's cheeks grow rosy and she soon forgot her disgust.

After everyone had eaten their fill, minus Hiccup and Astrid, the group descended into polite conversation. Geilir spoke with all his guests equally while Hiccup, Astrid, and Agni kept mostly to themselves and spoke about what they had been up to the past decade. It was strange, for Astrid, and in some part she sensed Hiccup as well, to begin thinking of a _decade_ as a small passage of time. Astrid knew she had many hundreds, if not thousands, more of them to come.

"So, what's the plan?" Agni asked in a not so quiet whisper, referring to their plans for the upcoming Grand Magic Games.

Hiccup smirked. "Auriel will turn up sooner or later, of that I am sure. In the mean time, we'll scout out our competition. The preliminary games begin at the end of this week and continue until the end of the month. That should give us plenty of time to work out who is going to be trouble and come up with a strategy to beat them. We can also watch some of the more mundane games as well, I suppose," Hiccup said.

Agni grinned boyishly. "Sounds like a plan," he said.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The week quickly passed, with Hiccup showing Astrid much of the city. Agni tagged along whenever he was free, showing them things only a native would know or understand. They managed to find a place that sold food that was vaguely similar to something humans could eat and caroused various stores that sold magical artifacts and books.<p>

Finally, the first day of the preliminary matches to decide the final teams that would participate in the Grand Magic Games began. Astrid thought the organization of the event was a bit strange. There were two parts of the Games, one mundane, one arcane. The mundane portion had feats of strength and agility as its contests— who could run the fastest, who could run the farthest, who could jump the highest, and the like. Each realm could put forth one team for each of such competitions, resulting in a large number of participants. The arcane portion was the main event, and the one that they would be participating in. Five teams would make it to the main competition, one from Asgard, Vanaheim, Alfheim, Nidavellir, and the Order. They would compete in various tasks and competitions, which Hiccup informed her changed every time the event was held. Each realm fielded a great many of teams who were interested in participating, although in the end, only one would gain the honor of competing.

That was what they were here to see. Hiccup, Astrid, Agni, and Sigrid— who had arrived with her dragon, Hlif, days prior— walked into the stadium at the far side of the city that had been constructed magically. It was the largest building any of them had ever seen or been in. Its walls towered thousands of feet into the sky, lined with rows upon rows upon rows of seats. In the center of the arena was a large clearing, several thousands of feet, perhaps even miles, across, with tiles laid into the ground. The teams from all the realms who wanted to win the honor of competing in the arcane games were gathered and sorted into smaller groups where they could be judged more easily. All in all, Asgard had sent seventy-two teams, Vanaheim, fifty-four teams, Alfheim, thirty-three teams, and Nidavellir, sixty-eight teams. In the end, only one from each would win the right.

The Aesir, always trying to prove themselves the best, sent the most teams. The Vanir, scattered and broken as they were, wanted to put forth a good showing. They couldn't allow themselves to be beaten by the Aesir once more, their honor wouldn't allow it. The elves, still recovering from their near extinction by the Nidhogg, sent the fewest teams. The dwarves sent the second most teams, although not for conventional reasons. Only dwarven riders had magic, of which, there was scarcely enough for three full teams. The others were there simply to weaken the competition as much as possible since they had very little chance of actually making it to the main games.

Hiccup and Agni observed the arena floor like a dragon eyed its prey, looking for the strongest opponents, and thus the ones most likely to be facing them at the end. Astrid pointed out those who she thought they had missed. Sigrid, for the most part, relished in seeing the teams pound each other into the dirt. She had missed the point of their studying entirely, it seemed.

On the second week, the teams had quickly dropped in number to the point where Hiccup, Astrid, and Agni were confident enough to make their bets on who would make it through. Auriel, as Hiccup had seemingly foresaw, joined them eagerly. Unlike Sigrid, she was much more interested in observing her potential opponents. While Hiccup and Agni speculated amongst themselves, Astrid and Auriel did the same— Astrid with her expertise in melee combat, and Auriel in magic.

On the third week, it was all but decided. Hiccup, Astrid, Sigrid, Auriel, Agni, and even Thor, watched as the winners were chosen.

For Vanaheim: Heimdall, their captain, a broad and tall dark skinned man who wielded a two-handed sword and had an uncanny ability to predict his opponents. Frey and Freya, brother and sister, twins, who knew what the other would do before they even thought of their next movement. Freya, in particular, was very powerful— wielder of two legendary weapons, the Brisingamen amulet, which allowed its wearer dominion over fire, and a cloak of her own making, crafted out of falcon feathers, which allowed her the ability to fly freely. Kvasir, a thin, and relatively pale for a Vanir, man who was skilled in many arcane disciplines. Ullr, a superb huntsman who could thread a needle with an arrow at great distance. And last, Vana, a woman who appeared to be skilled in the mind arts or some other form of deceptive magic.

For Asgard: Tyr, their captain, one of the many sons of Odin, and one of the members of the Aesir Senate which governed the whole of the nine realms. Strangest of all was his right arm, or lack thereof. From the elbow down it was missing. Astrid sensed Hiccup found the man's disposition amusing, but she didn't know why. She wasn't sure she wanted to know, either. Vidar, the bastard son of Odin and a giant, who wore a wolf pelt as a cowl and wielded both an axe and a sword. Sif, a beautiful woman with hair of pure gold, who was skilled in earth magicks. Hoenir, a powerful spellcaster who seemed equally talented in all magic. Eir and Hlin, handmaidens of Queen Frigg, who specialized in healing magic and wards, respectively.

For Nidavellir: Andvari, their captain, an older dwarf who could as easily transmute something as he could breathe. Many of his opponents fell, defeated, with limbs of lead before they even knew what had happened. The brothers, Fjalar and Galar, who had a particular hate for Kvasir of the Vanaheim team. Fafnir, a warrior of unparalleled strength who descended into a fit of rage during his battles. Regin, one of the most talented spellcasters of any race that anyone present had ever seen. He did things with magic that not even Hiccup could fully understand. Finally, Otr, a portly dwarf of what appeared to be, no talent. It appeared that Fafnir, Regin, and Otr were brothers as well. All of which were riders, as Hiccup had expected. The other dwarves, naturally lacking magic, would compete in the mundane games to win their race honor.

For Alfheim: Alfgrimr, their captain, an elf who wore a cloak that covered his body and a mask to cover his face. He revealed very little of his strengths, beating his opponents with only the most minimal of effort. A strange sight, triplets, Almgautr, Beinvior, and Eyfura. Almgautr and Beinvior acted as warriors, capable with both the sword and the bow, while their sister, Eyfura, was talented in support magicks. Their father, Hegbjorn, was the largest elf Astrid had seen. He looked more like a giant than an elf, easily eight feet tall and heavily muscled. Hiccup informed Astrid that he might be a halfblood. Last, and most interesting of all, was Alfrun, an elderly elven woman with streaks of gray in her hair. She rarely fought, but that didn't mean she wasn't dangerous. She was an excellent strategist and tactician, guiding her team to victory after victory with practiced ease.

Needless to say, it was strong competition. "Who do you think will win?" Agni asked, somewhat daunted by the display of power the best of the nine realms could offer.

"We will, of course!" Thor boasted loudly, immediately. The notion of losing was apparently not something that Thor possessed.

"I do not wish to be biased, but I believe the elves will triumph in this endeavor," Auriel said idly, as if deep in thought, "the masked man, Alfgrimr, and the elder, Alfrun. I know of them from somewhere, but I cannot recall."

Thor was beginning to argue with Auriel about how it was an impossibility for them to lose when Hiccup stepped in to settle their argument. They were being watched, it wouldn't look good to be seen fighting among themselves.

"We _will_ win. They might give us a good fight, but in the end, we will win. We have to prove that the races can work together, stronger together than we could be apart. That is the purpose of our team. And stop fighting amongst ourselves, we have an audience," Hiccup intoned harshly. The group, now feeling eyes upon them, looked around. The teams from Asgard, Vanaheim, Alfheim, and Nidavellir were watching them out of the corner of their eyes, judging their competition.

However, their most important audience sat many thousands of feet above them in a luxurious room built to house the most powerful and important men and women in the realms. As the Games drew nearer, the rulers of every realm began to gather to watch and engage in talks with other rulers. That was how Queen Zophiel of the elves, King Konungr of the dwarves, King Njörðr of the Vanir, and King Odin Allfather, found themselves watching the final selections. With them were the council of elders of the Order— Frode, Auor, Runa, and Blakkr. Agvior was present, as advisor to Zophiel, but his seat on the council had yet to be filled.

"Come on, let's get out of here and start planning. No need for them to get a longer look at us unless it's in the arena," Hiccup commanded, leading his team out of the arena and back to Geilir's estate. Agni's father had generously allowed their team to stay at his home and use it as a base of operations and training grounds for the duration of the Games.

Auor looked down upon her apprentice as he left. A wry smile, barely noticeable to the trained eye, found its way onto her lips.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>A man of no remarkable features strode confidently, yet slowly, towards of royal palace of Vanaheim. He was dressed in fine clothes that might have drawn the eyes of the seedier residents of the city, but every time someone gazed upon the man they immediately looked away and disregarded him, for no explainable reason.<p>

Loki, under his illusory disguise, smirked as one of his newest spells proved to be quite effective. He watched with interest as a small boy, clearly a pickpocket, attempted to approach him and cut his purse. When the boy was no more than ten feet away, he suddenly had an urge to ignore the man and go about his business. "Excellent," Loki hissed under his breath as he continued on his way to the palace.

The guards, at Loki's approach, readied their weapons and were about to order him to halt when the magic took effect. The guards looked around, confused, seemingly not noticing Loki, before they shrugged and resumed their post. Loki giggled as he walked by them with a spring in his step. He always did love when his ideas worked flawlessly. Of course, it wouldn't work on those truly strong in magic, like King Njörðr, but for the dregs of creation, he was all but nonexistent.

Entering the royal throne room of Vanaheim, King Njörðr, father of Frey and Freya, looked up from his throne where he was talking with several men and women about the logistics of hosting the Grand Magic Games in his realm. The advisors, seeing their king's attention diverted, looked towards the door. They saw Loki only for the briefest of moments before the magic wiped him from their minds. Njörðr was unaffected. It took the King of Vanaheim very little time to realize what was going on.

"Leave," he commanded his advisors solemnly, leaving no room for argument. The advisors bristled out of the room, blissfully unaware of the company they had just left.

"To what do I owe this pleasure?" Njörðr asked, both cold and respectful.

Loki allowed the illusion magic to fall, revealing his true appearance. "I have come for your answer,_ your highness_," Loki sneered with a mocking bow.

Njörðr balked. His time was up. "You cannot expect me to make my choice when we have such heavy scrutinization on our realm. The Aesir would know immediately if we were to join you," he said as diplomatically as he could.

"Yes, yes. I know. However, soon, _very soon_, you will be required to make a choice. I hope when the time comes you make the right one," Loki said.

Njörðr, not knowing what to say, simply nodded. Loki, it seemed, took this as an affirmative, for his presence grew wispy and ethereal before he disappeared entirely, leaving King Njörðr alone with his thoughts of the future. The Light, or the Dark? That was the question.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup stood, straightening his back and allowing it to pop. He dashed a lock of unruly auburn hair out of his eyes and frowned at how wet his hair had become with perspiration. Ten years, ten long years of almost nightly excursions into the Realm Eternal, and it had all resulted in <em>this<em>.

Hiccup turned away from the wall of white stone that seemingly rose to the heights of infinity to gaze behind him. The Anomaly he had discovered and become so enthralled with all those years ago quickly began revealing its secrets. When he discovered that the first anomaly had been a step, he had assumed the next anomaly would also be a step.

His theory was proven correct again and again. Below him lay five steps of a stairs, the first of how many he could not fathom. He prayed for his sanity that they were not many. Each "step" was a trial of sorts, Hiccup had discovered. To recognize each "anomaly" as a "step" one had to possess both power and understanding. Through a number of experiments, Hiccup had derived that the "power" needed to "understand" the "step" was not related to magic at all, but the strength of the soul. Hiccup only discovered the first step after his soul bonded with Astrid's, and as their connection grew more powerful, the steps became easier and easier to unlock. Combined with the sheer amount of time Hiccup poured into his pursuit, he was making moderately acceptable progress in unravelling the stairs.

Or at least, as acceptable as could be assumed when climbing an innumerable number of stairs. Hiccup sighed heavily, accepting that he wouldn't be making any progress tonight, and allowed his soul to return to his body.

Hiccup blinked several times as he found himself staring up at the night stars. He lay against Toothless' side, his dragon lightly napping while keeping a part of his mind watchful over his rider. Hiccup relaxed, enjoying the warmth that Toothless provided in the quite remarkably cold night. Vanaheim was scorching during the day, and freezing during the night. It was an inhospitable place to live, of that Hiccup was sure. Across from them in the courtyard was Thor's Skrill, Duna, and Hlif, Sigrid's Rumblehorn. The two dragons refused to associate with Toothless, the "dark one." Apparently they still remembered the old stories of how the Night Fury would bring destruction upon all.

Hiccup's thoughts turned towards the future, or more specifically, how unclear his future was. Events were in motion now that were out of control and all of creation was quickly spiraling towards a war that would consume all the realms. And he was supposed to be one of the leaders of that destruction. Or was he? That was before Astrid, before their bond. Could he even survive being away from her that long? Would she come with him when the time came? If she did, where did she fit into their perfectly broken little family? If she didn't, would she forgive him for leaving? A million scenarios played out in Hiccup's head, each one ending in heartache.

Toothless wasn't going to get any restful sleep with his rider's tumultuous emotions, so he irritably woke up, flicking open on eyelid to spy on Hiccup. "Either way, there is nothing you can do. You can make the choice, or she can. Stop worrying about it," Toothless grumbled before yawning.

Needless to say, that did nothing to calm Hiccup. "I just can't find the scenario where we're all happy… I'm not used to being unable to make the perfect choice. That's why I've been working on the Plan," Hiccup replied.

Toothless rolled his eyes. "It was presumptuous of us to ever attempt this in the first place. Focus on the here and the now, make the choices based on what exists instead of what may exist in the future. What if the plan doesn't work, and you sink into Loki's darkness? You would lose her, you know, forever," Toothless said sagely.

Hiccup bristled. "Well not forever, just until your souls meet in the next life," Toothless added.

Hiccup paced back and forth in the courtyard, too nervous to sit down, let alone sleep. Now that his mind was working, it refused to quit until he found a solution. "And if the plan works, everything goes exactly how we want it to. I get my revenge, we remove the stigma surrounding Night Furies, there isn't a war so me and Astrid can be together. Everything is perfect!" Hiccup said, more to himself than to Toothless.

"We don't even know if it will work, and even if it does, we don't know if it will succeed even if it does work. For all we know, you might die a death that has not been seen since the dawn of existence. You won't even be with Astrid in that case, even in death," Toothless pointed out.

"It has to work…" Hiccup whispered softly, "I can't see another way we can be together unless she chooses me, which she won't."

"She might," Toothless offered.

Hiccup smiled sadly. "I wouldn't choose me," he said, his voice cracking slightly.

Toothless snaked out his tongue and licked Hiccup's back, thoroughly soaking his thin shirt and back in saliva. "I'd choose you," he said confidently, and meant it.

"Thanks bud," Hiccup said, scratching the soft spot under Toothless' chin. "And you know that doesn't wash out!"

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup, Astrid, Sigrid, Auriel, Thor, and Agni stood together, garbed in their finest armor, far below the coliseum. They were in a room used by the teams to wait in until their time to compete came. Dust from the cieling rained down upon them from the sheer force of hundreds of thousands of men and women moving about above them. Even hundreds of feet below the ground, the dull roar of the crowd reached them.<p>

The entire team turned to a small crystal set in the middle of the room as it flickered to life and projected the image of a stout, portly man with a large goatee. "Ladies and gentlemen!" he cried, his voice deep and bass, "It is my great pleasure to welcome to the thirteenth Grand Magic Games!"

The crowd roared and stamped their feet, causing the room they were all in to shake. "You think it'll hold?" Sigrid asked nervously, glancing up at the ceiling.

Agni transfigured a portion of the floor into pillars to support the cieling. "Better safe than sorry," he said in his thick Vanir accent. For simplicities sake, everyone spoke in elvish as it was the most fluent language they shared between them all. Hiccup and Auriel were native speakers, while Astrid and Sigrid were quite good in their own right. Thor and Agni were conversational at best.

The announcer waved his hands in an attempt to get the crowd to quiet. "We have not had such a Games in an Age! So, without further adieu, let the Games _**begin!**_" he bellowed loudly.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Greetings! (I meant to post this chapter last night but FF was being dumb) This chapter was later than expected for a number of reasons: one being that there are a lot of characters in this arc, and I tried to pick the best of them. There's really too many intricacies to go into here (for example, the dwarven brothers Fjalar and Galar killed the Vanir Kvasir who was quite important. Hiccup laughing at Tyr's missing hand, which was eaten by Fenrir, etc.) but if you Google all the characters (except for the elves, of which Norse mythology was frustratingly vague on) you'll see that there is quite a bit of lore behind my choices. I also took some creative liberty and included characters that may not exactly adhere to lore. For two, I'm working on planning out how Ragnarok plays out, which requires extensive and timely planning.

The current age, if I'm not mistaken, for Hiccup and Astrid is 39. 15 (canon) + 10 (AU) + 1 (Berk Dragon Training) + 2 (Nidavellir) + 1(Alfheim-Berk) + 10 (GMG) = 39, give or take a year.

We get to see the newest member of our band of heroes, Agni. He is a Vanir. The Vanir culture draws heavily from Indian, Middle Eastern, and Asian themes. The feast scene was inspired from Indiana Jones. I hope you guys like how I've made each of the races distinctly different. Agni belongs to a rich merchant family, but he is quite the street rat and is especially fond of the performing arts, even more so when they include fire.

We've hit 400 followers! A big thank you to everyone who has given this story a chance. I'd also like to thank my reviewers especially who give me the inspiration to continue writing chapters.

**Some more fan art has been brought to my attention: "Dragonslayer171" on DeviantArt has two pieces which are really good, go check them out. There is also one more piece I've added to my Tumblr which is linked in my profile.** To those of you who (previously) tried to go to my Tumblr and were redirected to my profile page: it seems as if FF has created a whitelist of sites which can be linked and Tumblr is not a part of that list, which is why the link was broken. It is fixed now.** If you make fan art for HTTK (or any stories I do in the future) please send me a message here so I can feature it! Thanks.**

**This is your last chance to request tasks for the Grand Magic Games! **Next chapter will be extra long, I think, as I try to get through most of the Games and back to the real action, which picks up with the start of Ragnarok. The sharp eyed among you should already have a clue about what is going to go down. Enjoy.

New characters and their names meanings:

Njörðr - father of Freyr and Freyja (Frey & Freya). King of Vanaheim.

Geilir - "fiery one; hot tempered." Father of Agni.

Duna - "thunderous noise." Thor's Skrill.

Reminder of the teams and their members.

Order: Hiccup (Vrangr), Astrid, Sigrid, Auriel, Agni, Thor.

Vanaheim: Heimdall, Frey, Freya, Kvasir, Ullr, Vana.

Nidavellir: Fjalar, Galar, Andvari, Fafnir, Regin, Otr..

Alfheim: Almgautr (elm tree), Beinvior (holly tree), Eyfura (fir tree), Hegbjorn (cherry tree), Alfgrimr (elf-mask), Alfrun (elf-knowledge/secrets).

Asgard: Eir, Hlín, Hoenir, Vidar, Tyr, Sif.


	29. The Grand Magic Games - Part II

As the announcer finished his introductory speech, he flourished his arm and another crystal sparked to life, projecting the image of a large, blank stone tablet. With a casual flick of his wrist, the announcer sent a bolt of magic into the tablet which erupted to life, magically painting a picture. Six people with blank faces appeared near the top of the tablet, floating in the sky. Below them was a village like any other with no distinguishing features. The village itself was populated with what appeared to be exact clones of the six people floating above the village. No one knew what it meant, but everyone assumed that it was somehow related to the first task of the Games.

However, for the announcer, this was enough to begin explaining. "For the first task, a game not of strength, but of wit! A deceptively simple task: find your comrades. Nothing more, nothing less. Each of our five teams will compete, with points being awarded to those who finish the quickest!" the announcer declared. The crystal projecting the image of the stone tablet flickered and disappeared. "We will give the teams five minutes to prepare a strategy. Now let the games… begin!"

Hiccup turned from the image of the announcer to find Sigrid and Agni hyperventilating from stress. Thor was shaking his leg up and down like a rabbit, clearly nervous and eager to do something besides sit in the small room they found themselves in. Only Astrid and Auriel kept their wits about them. Hiccup and Astrid shared a brief moment, their eyes locking and conveying more with a single look than a thousand words. Their friends were overreacting. This task would be simple; child's play. Hiccup and Astrid could find their way into each other's arms if they were blind, deaf, and dumb, and separated by the world twice over. The task probably had never expected a pair of soulmates to compete.

Astrid elbowed Sigrid roughly, bringing her to her senses. "Pay attention," Hiccup admonished, drawing the team together. "No need to fret over something so simple. Most likely this task is illusion based magic that tries to fool you into picking the wrong comrades. The illusions will try to act like we do normally, and that is where their fault is— some things cannot be replicated by magic," Hiccup explained.

"That sounds difficult," Thor commented, idly playing with the handle of Mjolnir.

"Not at all, because we have that something that cannot be replicated by magic. They can try, but it would be a paltry imitation, easily recognized as ingenuine. Once the task begins, all you have to do is find Astrid and I. We'll be together within seconds of the start of the task. Find us, and we win. Not just win, but win spectacularly, with record time!" Hiccup boasted.

"But how will we know which Hiccup and Astrid are real?" Agni asked. Agni asked. As the weeks drew on and the team spent more time together, Agni took to calling Hiccup by his given name instead of his assumed. Everyone else did, even Thor— much to Hiccup's chagrin— and Agni wasn't going to be left out.

Hiccup and Astrid shared a brief look before deciding on a course of action. "Once you're in the illusion, head towards the area with the best view of the area. You'll know when you see it, be watchful," Hiccup instructed. Heads nodded all around.

No sooner had Hiccup finished speaking did the room shake violently. Sigrid and Agni looked worried, as if they were about to be crushed under tons of dirt and rock. The room began to move upwards through the earth itself. A moment later, the team was standing in the middle of a grand arena with marble floors that were impeccably shined, so well in fact, that they could see their reflections in the stone. Around them, four other teams emerged from the depths as well.

Once all the teams were in the arena, several hundred spellcasters stepped forward around the edge of the coliseum and held out their hands in front of them. A bright blue ward flared to life, blinding in its intensity. The ward grew like a bubble until it encapsulated the entire arena, trapping the teams inside. The teams had only a few seconds to look around before Hiccup's prediction proved true and powerful illusion magic was worked upon them, splitting them up and creating a magical landscape in their mind for them to navigate.

The landscape took the form of a sprawling village with large wooden houses and cobbled streets. Grassy hills extended from the outskirts of the village towards infinity. The sky above them was a beautiful shade of blue only marred by several small clouds. It was unremarkable in every way except that it was populated with tens of thousands of men and women, all of which who were copies of a member of one of the teams. The copies walked about aimlessly and without purpose, although every once in a great while two copies would stop and chat with each other at random.

Hiccup appeared somewhere in the market of the village, while Astrid appeared somewhere near the pens that held the farm animals. They both blinked and then focussed on their soul bond. They found each other instantly with practiced ease that came from knowing the other intimately. Hiccup and Astrid sprinted towards each other, navigating the town easily and ignoring every copy that stood in their way.

It took the pair only seconds to cross the town and find each other standing in a small alleyway near the center of the village. Hiccup and Astrid skidded to a stop, literally, and smiled at each other. It was times like this when they truly could feel the love one had for the other. Before they could meet, however, Hiccup spoke. "Find the best place," he said, turning and rushing back into the village to look for an area where they could easily be spotted. Astrid did the same.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Thor waded through the crowd of copies with Mjolnir held in his right hand firmly, ready to swat away any danger. He was slowly making his way to the center of the village, where he assumed Hiccup had meant for him to go. On the way, he grabbed the shoulder and spun around every copy of Hiccup he came across— which were numerous in number. "Hiccup?" he asked brightly, hoping it was his friend. The illusory Hiccup played its part and tried to convince Thor he was the genuine person. Thor spent nearly a minute on every fake Hiccup he found before realizing they were copies.<p>

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Sigrid, quite angry at her current situation, elbowed the shin of some tall Vanir looking man with a bow strapped to his back. The man yelped and hissed in pain before continuing on in his search. Sigrid didn't know if he was a copy or a real person, and she didn't care. She was a dwarf lost among the sea of tall folk. Every so often she caught a glimpse of another dwarf in the same situation she was in and smiled, in an angry sort of way. It was slightly disconcerting to the average viewer.<p>

Sigrid was drawn from her musings as she ran into the calves of a tall, broad Aesir man. Or his boots rather. In his right hand was a broadsword that most men would have wielded with both hands, but the man managed with just one. Not for a lack of trying, but rather because the man's left hand was missing. A hook replaced the missing limb from just above the wrist.

The man turned around and glared down at Sigrid with a snarl on his lips. Sigrid gulped. This man wasn't a copy. He was the genuine thing. The Aesir, Tyr.

Tyr seemed to recognize that Sigrid was not just a copy too. She was the genuine thing. With a deft move, he turned and swiped at her with his broadsword, intending to cleave her head from her shoulders.

Sigrid yelped in surprise before throwing herself to the ground and scurrying, rather undignified, through the legs of the copies and deeper into the crowd away from Tyr. Tyr made to follow after Sigrid but was having some difficulty navigating the sea of copies. Sigrid smirked and, once she was sure she was safe, placed her palm on the ground and channeled her magic through the earth. A pillar of stone erupted at Tyr's feet, sending the man catpaulting through the air towards the outskirts of the village.

Sigrid laughed heartily and continued making her way to the center of the village, hoping to find the spot Hiccup had instructed her to find. If she was right in her assumption, they were in for a show.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Agni was enjoying himself as he strolled leisurely through the village. It was a surreal experience, in his opinion. He actually stopped a few copies of himself to have a short conversation just to see what he was like from an unbiased perspective. He found that the copies of himself were utterly boring and had no interest in the flashy performing he so favored.<p>

Agni swiped an apple from a fruit stall as he strutted towards the village center. He barely caught the sight of a man hurtling through the sky towards the outskirts of the village. Agni giggled at the antics of whoever had dealt with the man so.

Agni stopped to observe a copy of the strikingly beautiful elven princess, Auriel, and sighed deeply before remembering his purpose and making his way towards the village square.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Auriel, being the most levelheaded of her team, aside from Hiccup and Astrid, easily made her way through the sea of copies towards the village square. She had, after observing for a short time, began to copy the copies of herself. She blended in nearly perfectly and only those that knew her personally would ever notice the difference.<p>

If she had to guess, Auriel would have bet that she was the furthest placed of all the members of her team. She actually appeared on one of the grassy hills outside the village and had to enter the village proper through the front gate, including being checked by the guards— who were also copies. Still, she made the fastest time of all of them in making her way to the village square.

She even got to see a woman jump through the air and catch a man that was hurtling through the sky. It seemed that her competition, at the very least, had already found two of its members. Auriel just knew, somehow, that one of her teammates had been responsible for the flight of the man. She'd have to lecture them on the proper strategy later, after they won.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Outside the illusion, the crowd roared and cheered as the teams quickly managed to find their teammates among the copies. The announcer's voice bellowed out, "And there it is! Hlin has managed to catch Tyr after the later was sent flying by Sigrid of the Order!"<p>

The most important of the crowd, however, sat in a large room near the top of the stadium. The Kings and Queens of the realms, as well as the upper echelons of the Order, sat and watched the Games unfold. Their attention was split equally between the current task and the current topic of conversation: Loki.

"Are you positive you can do nothing to find him?" Odin asked of Auor, the spymaster of the Order.

Auor nodded her head. "There is little I can do to track the movements of the Betrayer, Allfather. He is far too cunning, and far too skilled, to be discovered. The opposite is quite true, in fact. I would fear that if I could find him, it would be a trap of great peril," she explained.

"Is there nothing your Sight could not reveal, Allfather?" Konungr, king of the dwarves, asked. His eyes flickered to the man in the arena whom he knew was a servant of the Betrayer, one of his greatest at that.

Auor did not miss the glance and frowned slightly at the implication. "I am afraid not, my friend," Odin answered. "Whatever magicks my errant son has erected to guard his presence are powerful beyond all measure. Whilst I could, most likely, locate him, I would be unable to remember it. It seems as if the wards surrounding him strike the very memory of the place he hides from existence. A most ingenious fortress."

"Perhaps I could explore my personal library for such spells," Frode, Grandmaster of the Order, offered. "It has been many an Age since I have pondered wards as strong as those you suggest. I am certain I have a collection of research into highly advanced wards that I have yet to explore."

Odin nodded, "Yes, perhaps that would be helpful. Loki could be hiding under our very noses and we wouldn't have the slightest clue with the wards he has erected," the Allfather commented. He had no idea how truly right he was.

The announcer's voice drew the rulers from their conversation. "Oh! Incredible! With a record time! The fastest since the Games' inception!" he bellowed loudly for all to hear. Frode smirked in victory as the others frowned slightly.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup and Astrid eventually found a spot in the square where a large wooden platform was constructed. The platform was, in actuality, a gallows. Not the most romantic of places for what they were about to do, but it would have to do.<p>

The two of them whittled away the time among the copies, doing their best to blend in. After nearly ten minutes had passed, they both decided that enough was enough. Their friends had more than enough time to find the village square. They just hoped that they were paying attention, as the copies would likely take to copying them very shortly after their performance.

With a quick leap, Hiccup and Astrid leapt onto the gallows and found their way into each other's arms. The copies seemed to recoil, as if sensing that they were trying to do something to signal their teammates, and rushed to copy them. Before they could, however, Hiccup's and Astrid's lips met in a searing kiss that spoke of love and passion beyond anything that magic could replicate.

If Hiccup and Astrid were not so lost in each other, and not under the illusion, they would have heard the collect swoons of nearly every woman in the arena. So lost in themselves were they, that they forgot the original purpose of their plan. Thor was the first to arrive, swinging Mjolnir forward and allowing his body to be dragged through the air as he thundered towards the gallows. Sigrid used a pillar of stone to shoot herself towards the kissing couple, while Agni and Auriel easily hopped onto the gallows with practiced grace.

The illusion magic seemed to realize that they had been defeated, for the copies of Hiccup, Astrid, Sigrid, Auriel, Thor, and Agni all disappeared in a puff of white light. The next thing either of them knew, they were back in the arena with the announcer bellowing at them again. "... The fastest since the Games' inception!"

Hiccup and Astrid finally broke from their affections and colored slightly at the attention they were receiving. The crowd roared and cheered in approval as the Order emerged victorious before all the other teams. Hiccup turned to the announcer and saw the stone tablet where the others were still trapped in the illusion. It took another fifteen minutes before all of the other teams finished, with the Aesir coming in second, the Vanir third, the elves forth, and the dwarves fifth. The Aesir and Vanir finished with a difference of only a few seconds, while the elves finished minutes later, and the dwarves nearly ten minutes on account of their bickering. It seemed like the dwarven team was fractured.

The moment the dwarves left the illusion, the stone tablet cleared and displayed the faces of each team in profile. At the end of the six faces of each team was a point tally, clearly showing the Order in first place. Smiles went around with pats on the back for a job well done. The announcer's voice drew Hiccup's and the other team's attention. "A strong start to the Games! Give a round of applause to the champions of this task!" he bellowed loudly, magic amplifying and casting his voice throughout the arena. The crowd was all too eager to oblige.

"We will allow the teams a brief reprieve while we view the hundred mile sprint!" the announcer announced. "Afterwards, we shall see another task before the day's end!" The crowd roared in approval at the schedule of events.

The teams made their way back to their underground rooms via the same way they had left and began to speculate on the upcoming task. Some idly watched as teams from all the realms sent out their best runners for the hundred mile sprint. The event was over surprisingly quick, with a thin, gangly looking Vanir man winning by nearly fifteen seconds. The Vanir in the crowd were particularly vocal about one of their own athletes winning.

All eyes flickered to the center of the room as the crystal projected the image of the announcer once more. This time, however, no ones nerves showed. The first task, albeit somewhat simple, being beaten so easily had given Hiccup and his team a boost of confidence. Sigrid and Agni were practically dancing around the room in excitement. Auriel did her best to scold Sigrid for sending Tyr flying and indirectly allowing his team to recover him more quickly than they would have normally. Still, not even Auriel could hide the small smile tugging at her lips from their victory. Hiccup and Astrid stole small glances and smirks at each other when they thought no one else was watching. They were doing a poor job of hiding it.

"And for the second task!" the announcer bellowed, sending another bolt of magic into the stone tablet. Like before, the tablet sprung to life and began magically painting the task that the teams were to face. Two blank faces appeared in both the left and right corners of the tablet. Below the four faces was the arena floor, in which, four people duelled. No, that wasn't quite right. They had weapons, but their intent was not a fight. They were playing a sort of game, avoiding each other. Trying not to be hit. Trying not to be touched.

"For the next task, two teams will send out two members— chosen at random— to compete in a mock battle. The goal: be the first to land a blow on your opponent's body. Blows to shield or sword do not count. And without further adieu…" the announcer said, flourishing his arm at the tablet. The tablet cleared and revealed two detailed paintings of two teams. One was the Order, easily recognizable by their varied members. The other quickly became apparent when Hiccup saw the twins. Frey and Freya. It was the Order versus the Vanir.

As soon as Hiccup had deduced their opponents, the room shook and began to move upwards through the earth once more. Apparently they would be given no time to prepare a strategy for this task. "Alright," Hiccup called, drawing his team's attention to himself. "Work together, don't panic. Some of us may not know each other as well as we would like, but this is a task about teamwork, how well we can work together. Trust in each other and we'll win, alright?" he asked. Astrid, Sigrid, Auriel, Thor, and Agni all nodded in agreement. They were the beacon of camaraderie amongst the alliance of the realms, they couldn't afford to put forth a bad showing.

The Order and Vanir teams emerged once again into the arena, the marble tiles shining brilliantly and showing the reflections of the teams. A smaller arena emerged from the floor, standing five feet above the ground normally. Apparently, that was where they were to do battle. Both teams turned to look at the stone tablet and watched as the magical painting dissolved itself. In its place, another painting appeared of a Vanir man with a sword casually floating at his side. He was a man of average build and height with dirty blonde hair and a well trimmed beard. A name appeared above the man, "Frey."

Hiccup sighed. If he was a betting man, he'd bet his last gold coin that the other Vanir chosen would be Freya. The magical painting of Frey disappeared and another began to take its place. This time it was of a woman with a strange cape of feathers hanging around her shoulders. Hiccup sighed again. The woman was strikingly beautiful, with long, flowing blonde hair and garbed in shiny steel armor. A name appeared above the woman, "Freya."

The painting once more disappeared and it seemed that everyone had figured out the pattern. The next painting would be someone from the Order. The familiar tanned skin tone gave him away immediately as the image of Agni appeared on the tablet. Agni, who stood beside Hiccup, seemed to stiffen and audibly gulp. Apparently he wasn't as carefree as he appeared. Hiccup patted him on the back reassuringly.

The painting cleared once more and began to paint another image. This time, Astrid was the one to recognize it first. It was a face that haunted her every waking moment, although she wouldn't have it any other way. The image of Hiccup appeared on the tablet.

Hiccup and Agni shared a nervous glance before nodding, reassuring the other that they would do their best. Astrid gave Hiccup a chaste kiss on the cheek before he jumped up to the arena floor with Agni and walked to the center. On the opposite side, Frey and Freya did the same. Hiccup spotted several floating crystals zooming around them, capturing their image and voice. Hiccup played with the hilts of his two swords idly as he waited for the match to begin. Agni clenched and unclenched his fists repeatedly. The heat coming off his hands causing the air to play tricks on the eyes.

The announcer raised his hand and was about to allow the task to begin when Freya spoke up. "So, you're the mighty Vrangr, bane of the dark elves and wielder of a legendary sword," she commented. Hiccup wasn't sure what she wanted. Agni looked confused as well.

"How about we make this task a little bit more interesting? A wager between you and me. I say that we'll beat the two of you, and if I win, I get your pretty black sword. If we lose, you can have my cloak," Freya offered, wagering her legendary weapon against Hiccup's Allr'bani. The cloak of hawk feathers was crafted by Freya herself and allowed the wearer to fly as freely as a dragon, albeit it was no where near as fast as a Night Fury or a Skrill. The offer, it seemed, was relayed to the entire crowd through the floating crystals as they went silent to hear the banter between the two.

Hiccup only briefly considered the wager before deciding. "I accept," Hiccup replied confidently. Agni gasped, and to be fair, so did the rest of the team. Even Astrid, although she had a slight warning due to being clued into Hiccup's thought process through their soul bond. Freya smirked arrogantly.

The wager settled, the two teams took several steps back and looked to the announcer to signal that they were ready to begin. The crowd roared and cheered at the extra stakes of the task. Two legendary weapons were being bet over the outcome. It was something to tell tales of to your children in years to come.

"Begin!" the announcer roared, cutting his raised arm through the air to signal the start of the fight.

"Just like in the delta," Hiccup hissed to Agni, who nodded in return before slamming his fists together, causing flames to erupt from his hands.

Frey and Freya charged, each drawing their own weapon. Frey, wielder of the sword Laevateinn, a legendary sword whose blade was made of sunlight and could fight on its own, sent his sword soaring towards Hiccup and Agni faster than the two Vanir could run.

Hiccup seemed to levitate and float in the air for a second before his image shuddered and disappeared with a thunderous crack. The crack momentarily distracted Frey and Freya, which is all it took for them to fall into the illusion Hiccup had weaved.

Frey's sword passed harmlessly through an illusory copy of Agni, the real Agni having been hidden within the illusion with Hiccup. Frey and Freya, sensing that they were caught, turned back to back and began to unravel the control Hiccup held over the other as best they could.

A small dust storm of sand came from nowhere, obscuring the view of Frey and Freya. The ward surrounding the arena allowed for the spectators to see with perfect clarity. Frey and Freya casted spells to allow them to breathe and protect their eyes.

Hiccup burst from the sandstorm at a sprint, wielding Elding, and made to attack Freya with a horizontal slash aimed at her waist. Freya turned to meet the attack head on, raising her own sword to parry the blow.

"No, sister!" Frey cried out, dragging Freya back away from the illusion. When Hiccup was only several steps away from the duo, he burst outward in an explosion of heat and fire that scorched the tile of the arena floor. A protective spell of water from Frey saved the two from being incinerated.

From elsewhere within the sandstorm, Agni unleashed a hail of fire, punching the air and sending bolts of flame speeding towards Frey and Freya from his fists. Hidden by both the sandstorm and the illusion he was undetectable, forcing the Vanir twins to go on the defensive and dodge or block the attacks. Any attempts to shield against the fire using water quickly became futile as the sandstorm turned it to mud in no time at all.

"Now," Hiccup whispered to Agni as he finished preparations. Agni jumped and kicked with his free leg, sending an arcing blade of flame soaring through the air horizontally. Frey and Freya were forced to jump to avoid being incinerated. Once in the air their mobility was limited, except for Freya and her cloak. Frey was well defended by Laevateinn, who could defend without Frey's conscious effort, but he could not dodge what was to come.

Using a small illusion trick, reversing the sense of direction, Hiccup attacked Frey. Laevateinn made to intercept Hiccup, and by sheer luck, the sentient sword fell for the illusion and moved to guard Frey's front while the real Hiccup approached from behind. Before Hiccup could bring Elding down upon Frey, Freya appeared to guard her brother. "Enough!" she hissed, her cloak of hawk feathers allowing her surprisingly agile flight. From around Freya's neck, her second legendary weapon began to glow a dull orange color. The Brisingamen necklace.

A sphere of orange and gold fire surrounded Frey and Freya, shielding them from all attacks. So intense was the heat from the flame that the sand in the air turned to glass and the tiles of the arena floor warped. Hiccup hissed in pain before hastily retreating, luckily avoiding the worst of the damage. Wounded and losing focus, Frey and Freya overcame Hiccup's illusion, dispelling the sandstorm and the invisibility illusion.

"Hiccup!" Agni cried, drawing his scimitar and allowing flames to coat it before charging to Hiccup's defense.

Freya abandoned her sword, instead opting to wield the magical fire of the Brisingamen necklace instead. The flames burned hotter than any other magical fire and could not be extinguished by water or earth. Freya sent a flare of fire towards Agni as he ran, cutting him off. Agni attempted to fight fire with fire, but was easily defeated by the legendary necklace.

While Freya kept Agni at bay, Frey attacked Hiccup, who was still recovering from the close encounter with Brisingamen's flames. "Focus on her! I'm fine!" Hiccup called out, discarding a vambrace of Toothless' scales which had melted and warped, essentially useless. Hiccup made a mental note to collect some of Hiccup's adult scales, which would be much more resistant to such magical fire.

While Laevateinn could fight well enough on its own, when Frey focussed on controlling his sword it was difficult for any mortal man to defeat him in mortal combat. It didn't help that whatever the sword cut was strained under the immense heat of the enchantments that made the blade glow white.

Hiccup sheathed Elding, the otherwise superb sword useless in a battle of legendary weapons, and focused on wielding Allr'bani. Hiccup's sword was specially designed to resist the heat of lightning, the paltry heat emitted by Laevateinn wouldn't bother him in the least. Hiccup met Frey head on, holding his own and using some of Allr'bani's more unique enchantments to surprise Frey.

Willing the blade to move in ways that swords were not meant to, Allr'bani slithered around Laevateinn and struck at Frey's neck. Laevateinn, sensing that its master was in danger, began to fight even harder to defeat Hiccup, who continued to use his sword's unique enchantments to sneak around Frey's guard.

Meanwhile, Agni danced with Freya, sewing fire with every step, punch, and kick. The Brisingamen necklace allowed Freya to easily bat away the much weaker flames of Agni, but Agni held on valiantly, trying to stall long enough for Hiccup to make a plan of attack. He didn't know how much longer he could hold off Freya. Her attacks were devastating and her agility unmatched with her cloak.

As Agni's strength began to wane, Freya pressed on and went for the victory; a single blast of fire erupting from the palm of her hand and soaring towards Agni at close range. Agni would be unable to dodge, and unable to block. The crowd sucked in a breath, expecting the worst for the Vanir member of the Order's team. Outside the wards, healers began preparing to rush the arena and tend to him.

Their fear was entirely unnecessary. Hiccup hurled Allr'bani with great speed and precision, allowing the sword to sink into the marble floor of the arena between Agni and Freya. On Hiccup's command, the blade of the sword— from the tip to the hilt— burst into a cloud of midnight metallic dust and encircled Agni, shielding him from the magical fire of the Brisingamen necklace. A few stray flames licked through the shield, as it was designed to catch lightning, not fire, but it held well enough to prevent Agni from being removed from the task.

Frey, seeing Hiccup without a weapon, attacked with Laevateinn, urging the sword to cut down its opponent. Being unable to defend, and while he could run, it would not end in his victory, Hiccup made a gamble. He commanded the metallic sand to shift and change form, the shield solidifying into long needles and lunging for Freya, who was dazed by the blocking of her necklace's powers.

The choice was Frey's. To defeat Hiccup and for Freya to be defeated, leaving himself to face Agni; or, to save Freya, and resume their battle once more. In the end, his brotherly affection won, and he jumped forward to save his sister, cutting down the needles preventing Freya from being disqualified. Agni sent several balls of fire towards the twins to keep them on their toes.

Hiccup walked over to join Agni, summoning the hilt of Allr'bani into the palm of his hand. The blade, in the form of dust, returned to its natural place and solidified, leaving it whole as the day it was forged.

They were back to square one.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"Most impressive, is it not?" Frode called, extremely pleased at Hiccup's performance. There was a reason he was one of the most celebrated members of the Order, and this was it.<p>

"Indeed," Odin commented, stroking his beard and eying Hiccup's sword with scrutiny. The weapon seemed… sinister, in a way. Auor looked upon her apprentice with fondness. He was performing marvelously, although he had held back much of his strength. Had he been fighting to kill, not defeat, the Vanir twins would have died long ago.

"Let us return to our previous topic, however," Odin said, drawing the attention of the room they sat in. "The fire giants stir in Muspelheim. We have sent spies and diplomats, yet we are no closer to finding their goal. Something is afoot, and I can only assume one of Loki's nefarious schemes are about to be unleashed."

Frode nodded. "I have dispatched many of my Order over the past few years to investigate the fire giants. They all say the same thing; Muspelheim is preparing, preparing for what, I do not know. We may take comfort, however, in that their army is not one for stealth. If the fire giants marched for war, they would let you know it. That, then, begs the question: what would the fire giants be doing that has them in such an uproar, if not war?" he asked.

At that, the room grew silent as everyone contemplated the greater going ons in the realms. "I believe," Konungr said, "that war is upon us, whether we expect it or not. We should plan accordingly, and assume the fire giants move against us."

"But," Zophiel countered, "if we provoke the fire giants, war will definitely be upon us. It is not wise to step on the tail of a sleeping dragon, as it were."

"Have you any thoughts on the movements of Muspelheim, Auor?" Frode asked.

Auor shook her head. "The fire giants are looking for talented people among their ranks, for what I do not know. I do not believe that it is combat that they seek, however," she answered cryptically.

"Spying?" Blakkr, an elder of the Order, posed.

Odin shook his head, his beard swaying. "The fire giants are no spies. Loki would have enlisted the Niflungr for such a task, if that were the case. Neither are they great infiltrators, they would be discovered easily. And like most Jotnar, they have a thirst for battle. No, what they seek is something else…" the Allfather said.

"Perhaps a joint effort with the dark elves?" Zophiel asked.

At this, Konungr raised a bushy eyebrow. "The dark elves have been acting… strange, for lack of a better word. We still occupy their side of the World Gate, making travel impossible, but the dark elves have been unusually quiet these past few months. There are fewer and fewer dark elves seen among the surface of their world, and their attacks against us have all but stopped. We thought nothing of it, and thus did not feel it warranted being reported," Zophiel explained.

Odin and Frode hummed in thought. Auor looked on with curiosity, eager to see if they could piece together the pieces of the puzzle. "This is most troubling," Odin said, "dark times approach. We must be vigilant." A loud explosion echoed from the arena, drawing the rulers back to the match, although their thoughts remained on what the fire giants and dark elves were plotting.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup and Agni traded partners, Hiccup fighting Freya, and Agni fighting Frey. Agni deftly dodged Laevateinn and retaliated with bursts of fire magic that were not as easily blocked as they were by Freya.<p>

Hiccup was entirely on the defensive as Freya quite literally flew around the arena and rained magical fire down upon him. Hiccup, like any good spider, was weaving his web and leading Freya into a trap. Every step he took, he poured a little bit of magic into his boot, imprinting a single rune into the marble floor which lay dull and lifeless, and would remain so, until Hiccup called it into being. Hiccup was careful to avoid placing runes where Agni could be caught in its magic, and Agni seemed to recognize that Hiccup was up to something and wisely focused on his duel on the far side of the arena— which he had the upper hand in, he thought.

Like seasoned dance partners, the four continued to battle for a time. Each waiting for the other to make the smallest of mistakes before they pushed forward and made a move for victory. It was Frey and Agni who started the chain of events. Laevateinn, under the direction of Frey, swung upwards in a deadly arc, barely catching Agni as it went skywards. Agni wasn't even scratched, but Laevateinn cut the flask of oil Agni stored on his belt, causing an intense fire to erupt as Laevateinn's heat ignited the oil. Agni took his chance and willed the liquid fire to descend upon Frey.

Laevateinn was helpless to defend its master from such an attack and the scalding liquid licked at Frey's flesh as he leapt back, partially avoiding the flames, but crying out in pain all the same. Hiccup, Agni, and Freya heard his cries for only a second before Frey rose into the air and shot towards the wards and exited the arena— out of view of the participants of the task. Now it was two against one, in favor of the Order.

Freya, enraged at her brother being injured, forced her cloak of feathers to send her thundering towards Agni. Hiccup sprinted after her, his legs carrying him across the arena floor faster than the eye could see. But Freya was faster still. She descended upon Agni like a bird of prey and and delivered a single well placed kick to Agni's ribs.

Agni, slightly shocked that he had defeated Frey, didn't have the opportunity to dodge of block Freya's kick. He was sent bodily crashing into the wards, where he was ejected into the waiting arms of the healers, leaving Hiccup to deal with Freya.

Hiccup skidded to a stop as Freya turned on him. He was outside the radius of the runes he had placed and Freya would easily catch him before he was able to lure her back within their range. A direct attack using the blast was no longer possible. But…

Hiccup turned and sprinted back towards the side of the arena that held the runes he had placed. Freya surged after him, magical fire from the Brisingamen necklace engulfing her hands, ready to incinerate Hiccup. Hiccup was still several tens of feet away from the runes when Freya caught him.

Hiccup braced himself and activated the runes. The runes flared emerald green before they turned an angry red color and unleashed their fury upon the empty arena and the sky above them. An explosion tore the sky asunder and caused the arena to shake as a pillar of smoke, dust, and debris filled the ward bubble, obscuring everyone's vision. Freya coughed and held her hands to her face to defend herself. A quick spell cleared the air around her, allowing her to breathe more easily. A second spell caused a burst of wind to clear the smoke somewhat. It was by sheer dumb luck that Freya saw Hiccup, crouching near the ground and holding the tattered remains of his tunic over his mouth so he could breathe. His armor lay in ruins around him.

Freya went in, attacking from behind, directly in Hiccup's blind spot. He didn't even know he was about to lose and Freya savored the thrill of battle and victory, anticipating taking Allr'bani from Vrangr as per their agreement. Her cloak closed the distance in the blink of an eye, and Freya lunged at the back of Hiccup's skull with her elbow, intending to knock him unconscious. Hiccup coughed and sputtered, unaware of his impending defeat.

At the last possible moment, Hiccup deftly dodged the elbow. Freya's eyes widened comically. She had been in his blind spot, shielded by the smoke. It wasn't possible for him to sense or see her. Her wings carried her silently through the sky. Her scent was covered by the explosion. Hiccup's vision was obscured by the smoke. "How?" Freya thought, barely registering that Hiccup had delivered a powerful kick to her stomach that sent her flying into the ward around the arena.

Freya's vision began to dim as darkness took her. Her eyes caught a strange sight on the far side of the arena, through the smoke, beyond the ward. The girl with blonde hair, the rider. The one Vrangr kissed during the first task. She was watching Freya intently, observing her every movement. That wasn't all that strange, though, Freya reasoned. It was a match worthy of close attention.

No, what caught Freya's eye was the color of the girl's left eye. It shimmered emerald green, the same emerald green she knew Vrangr's eyes possessed. Freya's eyes widened in shock as she realized what had happened. "They can share their eyesight!" she hissed in her mind as she fell into blissful unconsciousness.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The wards fell and the healers rushed into the arena to tend to Hiccup. Astrid beat them to his side easily, her enhancement magic making her a golden blur as she dashed across the arena. "Are you alright?" Astrid asked with concern, looking at the burns and blisters that covered Hiccup's chest. She looked over to his armor, made from Toothless' shed scales from years passed, when he was a much smaller dragon. It was in shambles from the power of the explosion and Freya's necklace, a testament to the strength of the both of them that they damaged Night Fury scales.<p>

"I'll live," Hiccup said, wincing in pain as a healer began to apply a salve to his burns. Another healer practically forced a vial of orange liquid down Hiccup's throat, causing him to cought and sputter. "For the smoke damage," one of the healers explained.

Astrid cast a glance over to Freya, where several other healers were attending her. Astrid felt a little bad about "cheating" during the match, but there was no way she was going to willingly allow Hiccup to be hurt. She hated seeing him in pain. Besides, no one could prove anything. They were soul mates, who would ever believe their souls were bound together for eternity? No one. Such a thing was unheard of, a tale parents told their children.

Hiccup walked over, much to the fussing of the healers, and took Freya's cloak of feathers from her body. None moved to stop him, as was his right as victor of their wager. The crowd seemed to go wild as the legendary weapon changed ownership to Hiccup. Hiccup withdrew Allr'bani and lazily cut the cloak, commanding it to be devoured. Emerald flames burned the cloak from existence before returning to the jewel in the pommel of the sword. Hiccup sighed in relief as he felt the properties of the cloak be absorbed by his sword, allowing them to be called upon at any time.

The healers moved Hiccup and Agni, and Frey and Freya, back to their respective teams. Hiccup and Agni were welcomed as champions by Sigrid and Thor, who cheered enthusiastically and thumped them on their backs. The Order and Vanir teams returned to their chambers as the crowd roared and cheered at the good match.

The other teams participated in the same task, first the dwarves against the elves, of which the dwarves managed to put aside their differences and attain victory; then the Aesir against the Vanir, of which the Aesir managed to win, albeit just barely. In the end, the day ended with the Order in the lead, followed by the Aesir, then the dwarves, with the elves and the Vanir tied for last place. Although the mundane games would continue throughout the week, the arcane games had ended until later in the month, allowing the teams to recuperate and plan for when they next faced each other in the arena.

Later that night, a grand feast was held at Agni's estate. All those in the merchant district were invited, and they made merry and sang and ate and drank until the wee hours of the morn. All was good, except, for Hiccup.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>A lone man walked through the streets of the merchant district of Vanaheim wearing an indescript face of a Vanir. It was one of those faces that everyone felt they knew, yet no one really did. It allowed him to slip through the city with ease, accepted by its inhabitants as one of their own. He had no distinguishable features, wearing the traditional garb of the Vanir; pointed shoes, a colorful sash, a tunic which parted to the midriff. A cowl made out of patterned silk adorned his head to keep away the heat, although for the time of night, it was now to keep him warm.<p>

No, the only thing that would draw attention to the man was the ring of purest black that sat upon the man's left ring finger. It was a ring depicting a serpent eating its tail, the crest of his family. It marked him as a ruler, a king, a god amongst mortals. And this night, this god had a mission. He was sent to spread the word.

Ragnarok was coming.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Hey guys, weekly updates! Been a bit since we had one of those. I like to think, that for all the length of my chapters, I have good pacing. There's never any "filler" chapters as every chapter sets up events for the next chapter. I know some of you were objecting to the Games, citing that HTTK has become somewhat… not boring, but predictable, ever since the end of the Alfheim arc. The next two chapters see the rise in action and tension that you were used to, and will most likely carry on well into the final stages of the story. I hope you guys enjoy the ride.

As promised, the Games are mainly split into two parts: the tasks, and the politics. We saw several applications of things not yet fully explored, such as the more advanced magicks relating to the soul bond, as well as the unique enchantments surrounding Hiccup's sword. With the rulers of the realms we also saw the "war council" begin to form as the Ragnarok alliance makes its first moves.

A couple notes from the reviews last chapter:

Hiccup's revenge is against Berk, not necessarily Berk itself, but the notion of it. His revenge is for how he was treated, and as was stated before, Hiccup had plans to go back to Midgard and utterly destroy his home. Loki convinced him of a more perfect, more devastating vengeance. That is the revenge Hiccup was speaking of, _in a way_. I'll leave that up to you guys to interpret.

A guest pointed out that I have been slipping up and referring to the Ragnarok alliance as "dark" and the Order as "light." This has no connotation with their perceived goodness of evil. Both sides are capable of great atrocities in war, and there is never just black and white. Only a Sith deals in absolutes.

Also pointed out was the notion that Hiccup was having "second thoughts" about his allegiances. This is not true. Hiccup is simply privy to information that puts him under great stress, information that is beginning to come to light to the rest of the realms. As I said, war is a horrible thing. Even the most hardened of men are tested by it.

These so called "legendary weapons" are becoming a more prominent focus in the story. Many items in Norse mythology are quite fantastical in their magical nature, and it's quite the pleasure to write about them. In this story we saw three new such weapons, Frey's sword, and Freya's necklace and cloak.

Laevateinn, "damaged twig," Frey's sword which fights on its own. In mythology, the sword is unnamed, but it is theorized to be Laevateinn. Frey surrenders his sword to Surtr, the fire giant, in order to wed a Jotun. During Ragnarok, Surtr kills Frey, presumably and ironically, with his own sword.

Brisingamen, Freya's necklace, which comes from the root word fire, "brisingr," in Norse. It's enchantments allow its wielder to use a magical fire which is quite powerful, although it is not the most powerful fire magic around.

Freya's cloak, which is unnamed in mythology, is quite heavily featured in several tales, and is used by both Thor and Loki.

Last, but not least, we see someone we know of, if not know. Loki's family makes it move at last. Who do you think it is?

- Musica


	30. The Grand Magic Games - Part III

Hiccup wandered the courtyard of Agni's estate, enjoying the way the cool night air soothed his skin, which still felt slightly cooked from the Brisingamen necklace's magical flames. He tensed as he heard the sound of sand being displaced and turned to look who would be joining him so late at night. It wasn't Astrid, he would have known if it was her through their soul bond.

A indescript Vanir man emerged from the shadows with his hands held behind his back with a wry smile on his face. Hiccup and the man stared at each other blankly for a few moments, each sizing up the other. After nearly a minute, something clicked in Hiccup's mind. "... Brother?" he asked cautiously, barely a whisper in the silence of the night air. It wouldn't do for someone to overhear such a conversation.

The Vanir man's smile grew even wider and he removed his hands from his back, prominently displaying the black ring on his left hand. "Brother," he confirmed and greeted.

"Narfi! What are you doing here?" Hiccup hissed, pushing his brother back into the shadows and tightening his grip on his soul bond to restrict the flow of emotions and thoughts that would be picked up by Astrid.

At Hiccup's question, a sickening sound of crunching bone and writhing flesh emanated from Narfi as his face rearranged itself and reverted back to its true appearance. Even his height and musculature changed. The most striking feature Narfi possessed was his bright green eyes, not emerald in color like Loki's or Hiccup's, or even Hel's single emerald eye on her "light" side.

In answer, Narfi pulled Hiccup into a brisk hug and pat his back several times before releasing him. Hiccup returned the hug awkwardly, still afraid that Astrid, or anyone for that matter, would stumble upon them. "It's good to see you, brother," Narfi said, before reaching into his pocket and withdrawing a small leatherbound journal and handing it to Hiccup.

"It's good to see you, too. What is this?" Hiccup asked, casually flipping through the pages and glancing at them in the twilight of the moon.

"Father has completed his new spell, the Kvikr Aldrnari. The book contains how to cast the new spell, as well as its counter-spell. Memorize both and then destroy the book. You _will _need the counter-spell, and soon," Narfi instructed.

Hiccup looked up from a page he was examining, the barest hint of a question on his lips. "Soon," Narfi reiterated. Hiccup needed no further explanation.

"I will be prepared. Are there any further instructions? I have been unable to contact father due to the scrutiny we are both under at the moment," Hiccup asked, still casting nervous glances around the courtyard.

"None. Remain as you have been, for now. When the time comes to act, father will lead us directly," Narfi answered.

Now _that_ worried Hiccup. Loki shouldn't risk open combat, especially with the full might of all the realms present for the Games. If anything went wrong, he could easily be killed or captured and the small place he had come to call home would be lost. At Hiccup's worried look, Narfi spoke up. "Don't worry, I'll be with father when the time comes. He has the ring, as well, if necessary," Narfi reassured.

Hiccup nodded. "I'm sorry, but our reunion must be cut short. I must spread the word," Narfi said, placing a comforting hand on Hiccup's shoulder before his magic reforged his body back into that of an indescript Vanir man. "Ragnarok is coming," were his parting words as he stalked through the night.

Hiccup watched Narfi depart for a time before sticking the book under his shirt and tucking it under his belt and quickly returning to his room. He had much to study if what he suspected were to come to pass. In fact, his life, and the lives of his friends, would depend on it.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The crowd roared in approval as the announcer began his introductory speech for the next task in the Games. It had been nearly two weeks since the Order's team had triumphed over the Vanir team and the assembled crowd of every race in the Aesir alliance was ready for the action to begin once more.<p>

The Vanir team had, on learning that Hiccup had "destroyed" Freya's cloak, became bitter rivals of the Order. Every time they met in the city, or at the palace, cold glares and tense moments of both sides gripping the hilts of their weapons were exchanged. Little did they know, Hiccup's sword had absorbed the latent energy within the cloak and given him quite a bit of arcane energy. Hiccup and Toothless had celebrated that fact, although they were slightly disappointed to learn that Hiccup was unable to fly. It seemed that while Allr'bani could destroy legendary weapons and steal the energy of their enchantments, it could not actually steal the enchantments itself. Looking back, Hiccup should have known this. He did not all of the sudden gain the ability to unleash great torrents of fire after killing and absorbing the Nidhogg, so neither should he have been able to fly.

Hiccup and the rest of the team were currently sitting, nervously, in their room waiting for the announcer to explain the next task. They had been undefeated, easily beating two tasks, but yet they had barely participated as a team. Only time would tell if they were as powerful as they thought themselves to be. Their heads snapped up as the image crystal in the middle of the room projected the image of the announcer and the familiar stone tablet.

The stone tablet was, as was explained to them, an ancient artifact that had been the creator of tasks for the Games since time immemorial. With a flourish, the announcer sent another bolt of magic towards the stone tablet, causing it to erupt to life. No one really paid attention to the words he was saying as they focussed on the tablet.

The tablet began to paint and the image of a large arena with a hill in the middle came into being. At the crest of the hill was a large obelisk, around which, six people were standing guard. Around the hill, countless others attempted to defeat the guards.

The announcer began bellowing loudly, this time the teams payed attention to his words. "A most simple game, a children's game, in fact. Yet, when played by the most powerful and intelligent warriors in all the realms, can you really call it a child's game? The object of the task is thus; a team will attempt to control the obelisk at the top of the hill for a single minute. In order for the obelisk to fall under control of the team occupying it, all six members must be within ten feet of the obelisk. If a single member of the team is not within ten feet of the obelisk, they lose control and their time resets. Let the task… _**begin!**_" the announcer roared, not giving the teams any time to plan their strategy.

Everyone looked to Hiccup for their plan. Hiccup tsked in thought, trying to come up with a way they could hold the obelisk. None of them were particularly good at defensive or warding magic. Hiccup had knowledge of such things, but most of the wards he knew were either sinister in nature or relied on blood. Both would not earn them any points if used in front of such an audience.

On the other hand, the elves, and the Aesir team in particular, were experts in defensive magics. It would be a hard fought victory. Their room began to rumble as it moved towards the surface as Hiccup made up his mind. "Alright, me and Auriel will focus on creating wards to help us hold the obelisk. Our biggest obstacle is going to be the Aesir team. Hlin is a handmaiden of Frigg, queen of Asgard, and one of the most powerful spellcasters alive who specializes in defensive magic. If they are allowed to take the obelisk, they won't lose it and it will be our defeat," Hiccup said, looking everyone in the eye to make sure they got the message.

"Astrid and Thor will be responsible for keeping them away from the obelisk. Let another team control it if need be, but don't let the Aesir take control for even a second," at this, Astrid and Thor nodded in understanding.

"Sigrid and Agni will be responsible for blocking anyone who gets passed Astrid and Thor-" Hiccup finished just in time as they emerged into the arena. The arena they were to fight in was large, much larger than the one Hiccup and Agni had fought in two weeks previous. In the center was a gigantic hill, and at its top, a stone obelisk that stretched for a hundred feet into the air.

Hiccup and Astrid looked around and saw the other four teams emerged in separate corners of the arena, a barrier containing them. Hiccup moved forward to examine the barrier that blocked himself from moving forward. He extended his hand to touch it when it flickered out of existence. The Order's team charged forward immediately, with Astrid and Thor leading the charge as they made a mad dash for the obelisk at the top of the hill. Brief sideways glanced confirmed that the other teams were doing the same.

"Sigrid!" Hiccup yelled, pointing towards the Aesir team who were travelling at the greatest speed. Sigrid nodded. Sigrid focussed on her magic and sent it into the stone of the arena, feeling its earthen quality. It would do. With a thought, she began erecting pillars and walls of earth as she ran. The Aesir team had to halt, briefly, in their advance to avoid the obstacles or charge through them.

Most did the sensible thing, briefly stopping to jump over or around the obstacles. Their captain, Tyr, however, did no such thing. With a mighty roar that echoed through the arena, he lowered his shoulder and increased his speed. Like a battering ram, he destroyed wall after wall of stone, barely slowing down. The rest of his team following in his wake, allowing Tyr to create a path forward. The result was that while slowing slightly, they were still neck in neck with Hiccup's team. They would clash on the hill and fight for dominance.

The other teams rushed to catch up with the Order and Aesir teams, with the Vanir following the closest, faces drawn into slight smirks at the prospect of revenge. Behind them the elves and dwarves followed, the latter seemingly jumping more than walking due to their height.

All five teams reached the hill at approximately the same time, with the Order and Aesir teams being first. The groups slowed, albeit barely, as they quickly climbed the hill to its summit. There, chaos erupted.

"Take them out!" Tyr roared, brandishing his large two-handed sword with his one good hand.

"Astrid, Thor!" Hiccup commanded, ordering his strongest fighters into battle. Astrid and Thor charged, released mighty battle cries as they ran. Astrid swung her adamantite axe in a wide arc, cleaving a large swathe of air and preventing any of the Aesir from coming further towards the obelisk. Thor leapt into the air and descended upon the nearest Aesir, a warrior named Vidar, son of Odin. He was Thor's half-brother.

Thor brought Mjolnir down upon Vidar's shield, causing a thunderous noise to erupt and momentarily deafen all those near the obelisk. Vidar's shield crackled with electricity, and other than a small dent, remained largely unharmed. A strange glow shimmered over the shield and Thor looked to see Hlin, his mother's handmaiden, casting protective magic over the otherwise mundane shield.

Behind Astrid and Thor, Sigrid and Agni prepared to defend Hiccup and Auriel, who had surrounded the obelisk and quickly began chanting under their breath. As their team's two strongest spellcasters, it was up to them to use magic to help keep control of the obelisk.

Agni turned and flinched as a ball of magical fire nearly consumed his face. Only decades of experience in manipulating fire spared him from Brisingamen's wrath. The Vanir had arrived, with Freya leading their charge. Frey was right behind his sister, protecting her now that she could no longer rely on her cloak to avoid her foes.

Agni kicked high, unleashing a wave of the most powerful fire he could conjure and sending it towards the oncoming Vanir team. Next to him, Sigrid tapped into her magic again and jumped, before landing heavily. A shockwave travelled through the hill, causing spikes of stone to erupt and make it more difficult to climb. The Vanir team was too close to be impeded, however, they had to dodge to avoid being impaled. Below the Vanir, the elves and dwarves fought amongst themselves as they attempted to navigate Sigrid's spikes.

Astrid hissed in pain as a blade of compressed air cut her exposed forearm, courtesy of Hoenir, one of the Aesir spellcasters. She and Thor were currently locked in battle, two opponents each. Astrid faced Hoenir, a spellcaster who could control the wind, and Sif, a spellsword who could fight equally well with her broadsword and earth magic. Thor had told them that she was his bride-to-be, an arranged marriage that had yet to take place. Thor had explained that if it came to a direct conflict with the Aesir team that he would rather not fight her, and so it fell to Astrid to battle the warrior goddess.

Next to Astrid, Thor was locked in mortal combat with his half-brother Vidar, and Tyr. Vidar fought with a shortsword and a shield, and Tyr with his giant two-handed sword. Thor was relying heavily on Mjolnir to keep both opponents at bay. Despite Tyr missing a hand, he was no less ferocious in combat._ "We can't keep this up forever,"_ Thor thought as he spared a quick glance in Astrid's direction, who was equally as challenged as he was.

Agni and Sigrid tried to help Astrid and Thor to the best of their abilities, but their main concern was preventing the entire Vanir team from descending upon the still chanting Hiccup and Auriel. It was two against six, and they were barely managing to hold them off. The elves and dwarves had ceased their climb, seeing no reason to rush as the other three teams fought amongst themselves. Instead, they fought each other, and the winner would move to challenge whoever won the three-way brawl that was occurring at the obelisk.

Hiccup's chanting increased in intensity as he attempted to hasten the creation of the wards that would, hopefully, allow them to control the obelisk for a whole minute. He was vaguely aware of how poorly the battle went for the rest of his team. If things didn't change, they would lose soon. Hiccup let his body chant while he direct his mind elsewhere. He surveyed the battlefield, trying to make his choice of who to help. It didn't take long after he saw Astrid suffer another long cut, this time to her cheek.

He retreated briefly, noting that his body was still chanting. _"Good,"_ he commented to himself, before turning his attention to Auriel.

Auriel stiffened as she felt a mind contact her own, faltering over her words slightly. She relaxed after a few moments once she realized that it was Hiccup's mind. She carefully opened up, allowing him entrance. Hiccup wasted no time, quickly instructing her. _"Got it,"_ she replied, while redoubling her chanting.

Hiccup turned his attention to the battle that Astrid and Thor were raging. Beyond them, Hlin and Eir stood tens of feet away, supporting their team. While Hlin specialized in defensive magic, Eir specialized in healing magic. Any wounds inflicted upon Tyr, Vidar, Hoenir, or Sif were instantly healed. Astrid and Thor did not have that luxury. With a last minute check to ensure his body was still chanting, Hiccup made his move.

Like a bird of prey descending upon an unsuspecting fish, Hiccup descended upon Hlin's and Eir's minds. The two women recoiled violently as they realized they were under assault and immediately began erecting mental barriers to prevent whoever was attacking them from proceeding further into their minds. So great was Hiccup's prowess in the mind arts, that he was able to fight both of them at the same time. It took every effort of Hlin and Eir to prevent Hiccup from gaining control of them that, as a result, they had been forced to stop supporting their team with their magic and focus on defending themselves.

Astrid, who had been privy to Hiccup's plans, smirked. "Now, Thor!" she roared, having explained to him that something was about to happen in the way that only seasoned warriors could. Astrid and Thor, having been on the defensive the entire fight, suddenly went on the offensive. Tyr's, Vidar's, Hoenir's, and Sif's eyes widened as they realized that Hlin and Eir were no longer helping them. With a mighty roar, Thor coated Mjolnir in lightning and swung at Vidar. His half-brother's face was drawn with fear as he realized he would face the wrath of lightning without the aid of Hlif's magic.

Tyr stepped in, brandishing his two-handed sword and allowing Mjolnir to strike the flat of the blade. Vidar was young compared to him, and clearly had panicked at the first sign of trouble. If Tyr hadn't stepped in, they might have lost Vidar, and as a result, the task. He couldn't let that happen.

Tyr's actions were not without consequence, however. Mjolnir far outclassed the mundane metal of Tyr's sword, and coated with lightning, easily broke the sword, sending a rain of molten metal spraying back at both Tyr and Vidar. Both men hissed in pain as the liquid metal met their flesh, following by stray arcs of lightning. Tyr and Vidar were forced to jump back and regroup, and try to prevent whatever was attacking Hlin and Eir.

While Thor dealt with Tyr and Vidar, Astrid attacked Hoenir and Sif. She charged her enhancement magic and empowered herself with the strength of one hundred men, swinging her axe with such speed that the wind hissed as its blade passed. Sif raised her sword to block, and her eyes widened in surprise, and respect, as she felt the power behind Astrid's attack. Sif was sent bodily flying down the hill, tumbling over and over. Hoenir had encased himself in a bubble of condensed air and watched, shocked, as Sif was sent flying. His eyes returned to Astrid, who was standing over him, her axe raised high. Astrid swung down with both hands, using her full strength.

Hoenir knew that his shield couldn't withstand such an attack and wisely chose to retreat on his own terms, instead of being sent flying by Astrid. He retreated and joined Tyr and Vidar, who had figured out that Hlin and Eir were under mental assault. Together, the three did their best to aid the two women against Hiccup.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>While Astrid, Thor, and Hiccup fought against the Aesir, Sigrid and Agni were fighting a losing battle against the Vanir. Freya rained down magical fire upon them scorching the ground they walked on and leaving it charred and blackened. Frey sent his sword, Laevateinn, to attack them. Sigrid used her two-handed warhammer to send the sword flying back to its owner several times. Behind Freya and Frey, Ullr sent a barrage of arrows flying towards them. Agni kicked up great waves of fire to consume and destroy the arrows, but a few found their mark true. Agni, in particular, had caught an arrow in the thigh and shoulder. He left them in, not wanting to bleed out if he removed them. They had no one who could use healing magic without being severely drained of energy. Sigrid, being a dwarf and thus a harder target to hit, was rarely on the receiving end of Ullr's bow.<p>

Auriel, seeing that she could no longer afford to sit idle, acted on Hiccup's orders. She had not spent the past decade wasting her time. She had trained long and hard to master her powers. Whilst immensely powerful, they were equally as taxing. That was the purpose of her training. Stamina. In an exceedingly quick move, Auriel stopped chanting, stood, and yelled. "Duck!" she yelled.

Sigrid and Agni, exhausted from their fight, trusted in their friend. They dropped to their bellies, keeping their eyes focussed forward on their opponents. "Don't let her draw her bow! She uses light magic!" Frey roared, pointing at Auriel who stood near the obelisk.

Auriel smirked as every member of the Vanir team turned their attention towards her. She casually held out her hand before forming a fist. The Vanir team charged forward, all but forgetting Sigrid and Agni as light began to form around Auriel's fist.

Auriel could see eyes widen in fear. They had expected her to be forced to draw her bow to deal with them, and that was where their mistake was. Her bow was now reserved only for the most powerful of enemies. With a quick forward thrust of her fist, Auriel caused the light surrounding her hand to shoot forward. The light immediately exploded into a thousand tiny needles of energy that shot forward at an impossible speed.

"Sister!" Frey yelled in panic, covering and shielding Freya with his own body as the needles of light impacted and exploded upon the Vanir team, sending a column of smoke high into the air. Auriel smirked again and returned to her previous position, rejoining the chant that Hiccup was saying to erect defensive wards.

Sigrid and Agni were on their feet immediately after Auriel's attack and moved to incapacitate any who had survived the attack. They both wore knowing smirks as they planned to make many a joke about not angering Auriel in the future.

So sure were Sigrid and Agni in their victory that they made one fatal mistake. They let their guard down. Freya erupted from the smoke of the explosion, flying forward using massive torrents of magical fire that emanated from her hands and feet. Brisingamen fueled her flight in the absence of her cloak. Sigrid and Agni, not suspecting the attack, were knocked aside roughly and sent tumbling down the hill, their heads dazed and their chests devoid of air.

"Vrangr!" Freya roared, ignoring Auriel, who watched, shocked, as Freya descended upon Hiccup's helpless form. Hiccup wasn't in control of his body, currently locked in mental combat with the greater half of the Aesir team.

Freya grabbed Hiccup by the neck, choking him and tearing his body off the hill and into the air as she shot towards the ground of the arena floor some hundred feet away. Hiccup's body collided with the stone floor of the arena with an echoing crunch. "Hiccup!" Auriel screamed, breaking out of her shock and stopping her chanting entirely. Without any to fuel it, the wards they had been constructing began to unravel quickly.

Auriel didn't have any time to worry about Hiccup. The rest of the Vanir team, minus Frey, attacked Auriel. Without Sigrid and Agni to help her, she was beaten easily and quickly by the superior numbers of the Vanir team. They bound her in magical chains and threw her violently down the hill, sending her crashing through the stone spikes Sigrid had created earlier.

Free from their mental assault, albeit slightly shaken from the ferocity Hiccup had displayed, Hlin and Eir rejoined the fight, once again giving their team the advantages of their magics. With their help, Tyr, Vidar, Hoenir, and Sif redoubled their efforts to defeat Astrid and Thor. Thor fell first, the hook mounted on Tyr's missing arm catching him in the shoulder. Tyr threw him skyward where Hoenir summoned a gust of wind to cast him away.

Astrid did not fall so easily. Enraged by Hiccup being attacked while his mind was away from his body, she fought ferociously against the four warriors of the Aesir team. Each blow of her axe made her enemies very bones strain under her strength. Vidar, who had made the mistake of dropping his guard once it had become a four against one fight, payed dearly when a well placed kick by Astrid caused his collarbone to shatter. Vidar was sent crashing into the stone floor of the arena where his body sent debris flying into the air.

Eventually, Astrid, too, fell to the Aesir. A clever ploy by Hoenir, who had approached Astrid alone, cloaked in his bubble of condensed air, caused her defeat. When Hoenir was mere feet from Astrid, he detonated the bubble, causing all of the condensed air to collide with Astrid. The pressure sent Astrid flying backwards, soaring over the Vanir team and landing roughly on the stone floor of the arena.

With no one left to challenge them, the Aesir moved forward to occupy the obelisk and face the remaining Vanir team.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup's mind reeled as he was thrust back into his body. One moment he had been about to crack the defenses of Hlin's and Eir's minds and take control of them, the next, he was lying and bleeding heavily on the stone floor of the arena. Hiccup lifted his head and winced as he felt the charred skin on his neck crack and flake.<p>

Standing no less than ten feet away from him stood an enraged Freya, righteous fury burning in her eyes, metaphorically, and literally, on her fists and feet. "You will pay for destroying my cloak," she spat angrily at Hiccup, who struggled to stand.

After Hiccup was barely on his feet, Freya attacked. With a mighty battle cry and a raised fist, she sent a torrent of magical fire from her necklace roaring towards Hiccup. Hiccup half dodged, half rolled, out of the way of the fire and drew Elding. It wouldn't do to draw attention to Allr'bani again.

Hiccup didn't have the strength or agility to attack Freya directly, yet, so he resorted to magic. Raising his hand, Hiccup dug deep into his knowledge of the arcane and settled on some of the more sordid spells he possessed. He needed to pressure Freya if he was to be given enough time to recover from her first attack. A bolt of magic shot out of Hiccup's finger, black and angry. Freya's eyes narrowed as she beheld the magic, not knowing what it was without Hiccup speaking, but not liking the look. She dodged, narrowly avoiding the spell, where it landed some distance away on the floor of the arena.

Where the spell touched, the stone began to turn to dust slowly. Freya's eyes widened at the blatant display of "darker" magic, both in surprise, and if she was honest, fear. What Hiccup had shot at her was a spell designed to cause rot and decay.

Freya's head snapped back to Hiccup, who had unleashed three more bolts of magic. Freya wisely chose to dodge with as much distance between her and the spells as possible. If even once stray strand of hair was caught by that spell… Freya shuddered at the thought.

Hiccup, seeing that his spells were not going to be able to touch Freya, changed tactics. He held his hand aloft as an emerald orb of energy appeared in his grasp. With a casual fling, he threw the orbs skyward, not really bothering to aim. Freya, having learned her lesson with Hiccup's previous spell, backed away. When the orb was halfway between Hiccup and Freya, bubbles began to form on its surface. A moment later, Freya realized what the spell was. The orb erupted, sending a potent shockwave thundering through the air. The shockwave would destroy anything in its path, including the internal organs of anything that happened to be flying at the time.

Freya twisted in the air, sending torrents of flame erupting out of her hands and feet which forced her to descend at a rapid and uncontrolled pace. She landed roughly on the ground, somewhat shaken, but in much better shape than if she had been in the air for the shockwave that Hiccup had unleashed.

The moment Freya touched the ground, Hiccup attacked. He had recovered enough to be able to enter melee combat. Hiccup swung the golden blade of Elding down upon Freya, causing the wind to hiss. Due to his weakened state, he held little back. Freya scowled, regretting not bringing her own sword, or at least her brother's with her. The thought of Frey caused Freya's scowl to deepen. She would have to deal with that elven bitch after Vrangr.

Hiccup reverted to the style of swordsmanship he found most comfortable, and powerful. The style he had learned from his father. Elding struck like a snake, quick and vicious, each attack seeking to maim or kill. Most slashes focussed on the neck, or the eyes, or the wrists and fingers. It was originally a style made for daggers, but Hiccup and Loki had adapted it for swords with ease.

Freya was surprised by the viciousness in Hiccup's attacks and found that, even with her magical flames from Brisingamen, she was often on the defensive. A burst of fire here, a wave of flame there, and each time Elding was there to punish her for acting out of line. Freya whimpered in pain as the tip of Elding missed her eye, but caught her ear as it dragged along her skull.

Pain turned to anger as Freya willingly discarded her defense and focussed on attacking. This time it was Hiccup's turn to hiss in pain as a ball of magical fire caught his sword arm, causing him to drop Elding. Hiccup staggered back, gripping his right arm with his left hand. He was burnt badly from the elbow down, angry red flesh visible between his charred and cracked skin.

Freya was upon him the instant he dropped his sword. She had him pinned on the ground, held by his throat. "And now you pay," Freya said menacingly, as she raised her free hand and splayed her fingers. Magical fire from Brisingamen licked at her hand harmlessly as she pressed it down upon Hiccup's face. Hiccup screamed in pain for a time, how long, he did not know.

Freya smirked when she had begun punishing Vrangr, but her smirk steadily dropped as time went on. Eventually, she had enough and released him. She stood and gazed down upon Hiccup's broken and burned form, her vengeance complete.

Freya turned to return to the task and help her team claim victory over the Vanir. She took a few steps before turning to cast one last look at Hiccup. Freya's eyes widened as she watched, dumbstruck, as Hiccup's body turned to wisps of emerald energy and dissipated. "What!" she exclaimed. She had never seen such magic before.

Wisps of emerald arcane energy sprang into existence and coalesced into a new Hiccup. The new Hiccup smirked and motioned for Freya to continue their battle. Freya growled menacingly and shot a torrent of flame from her hand which engulfed Hiccup and turned him to ash. She smirked triumphantly, thinking herself the victor.

Freya felt a strange warmth run down her legs. She glanced down and found a very strange sight. A small length of black metal extended from her abdomen, her own blood running down her legs, the source of the strange warmth. Her eyes widened in shock. "How…?" she asked weakly, trying to form her magic together to attack Hiccup, who she knew was standing directly behind her.

Allr'bani wriggled and writhed, desperate to devour the magic within Freya, but Hiccup wouldn't let it. For now, he simply let it prevent her from drawing on her magic, rendering her necklace useless. He wouldn't have to deal with those flames again. "Illusion magic, did you forget?" Hiccup said, ever so slightly allowing his sword to move and cause Freya pain.

"When did you use illusion magic!" Freya hissed in pain, not understanding how she could be ensnared so easily without knowing.

"The better question is when didn't I use illusion magic?" Hiccup answered her question with another question.

"When you do things right," he began, "people won't be sure you've done anything at all." And with that, he withdrew his sword and struck her in the back of the head with its pommel, knocking Freya unconscious. A whispered incantation and the earth below Freya's body swallowed her up, leaving only her head exposed above ground. She would not be rejoining the fight for control of the obelisk.

Hiccup, entirely unharmed except for his original injuries sustained from being thrown into the ground by Freya, turned and began to make his way back towards the hill. He hoped that his friends had managed to hang on in his absence.

Hiccup's hope turned to despair as he beheld the hill. At the top, a blinding cube of energy surrounded the obelisk. The dwarves, having defeated the elves, attempted to break the barrier with little success. Inside, the Aesir team stood victorious as the seconds counted down. As the clock struck sixty seconds, they were declared the victors.

Hiccup looked around and surveyed the arena, slightly saddened by the loss, but worrying more for his friends. He found Astrid immediately through their soul bond. She was on the opposite side of the arena sporting several wounds, but nothing dangerous or particularly painful. He sighed in relief. He felt Astrid's relief that he himself was relatively unharmed as well.

Around the hill were countless unconscious bodies, that of the elves, having been beaten by the dwarves, and that of the Vanir, having been beaten by the Aesir after the loss of both Freya and Frey.

Hiccup's eyes quickly found his friends. Sigrid was helping Agni stand, as he had taken the worst of the beating from their clash with the Vanir. Thor had a hand clasped over his shoulder, his armor colored crimson with his blood from the wound Tyr had dealt him. Auriel lay at the bottom of the hill, slightly worse for wear, and bound in magical chains.

Hiccup sighed. They had lost.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The crowd was having a difficult time deciding which fights they wanted to cheer for. They had completely lost themselves in the various battles occurring across the arena. It was simply one grand show to the next. The all out brawl between the dwarves and the elves, the strength of Astrid and Thor, the tenacity of Sigrid and Agni, the power of Auriel's magic, Hiccup's truly masterful display of illusion magic. There was too much to cheer for.<p>

Healers rushed the arena as soon as the task ended, tending to the wounded. The most seriously wounded of the lot were Vidar, of the Aesir, with a broken collarbone. Frey and Freya, of the Vanir. Frey's back was badly scorched from the explosion of Auriel's light magic while Freya recovered from Hiccup stabbing her in the abdomen. And Thor, of the Order, who sported a dislocated shoulder with a large puncture wound.

The teams had limped back to their respective camps shortly after the task had ended, eager to get some rest. They had all had a trying day. Hiccup and his team were taken back to Agni's home where they all promptly found the most comfortable place to lay down and sleep. Hiccup and Astrid retreated to their shared room where they slept in each other's arms, perfectly content despite suffering their first loss.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The rulers of the realms sat in their chairs, which were far more comfortable and luxurious than the ones the common people in the arena sat upon. They watched the task with great interest, each cheering on their respective representatives and judging the strength of the representatives of the other realms.<p>

"The spy that brought me this information paid for it with his life," King Konungr was saying, "he discovered what the fire giants were up to, although not precisely what they were looking for."

"Looking for?" Queen Zophiel asked, curious as to what the fire giants would be looking for. They were not a race known to prize the material world. They cared for battle and glory, and little else.

"Indeed. The fire giants are looking for an object, from my spy's observations, an object of great power. My spy was unable to determine what exactly they were looking for before he met his end," Konungr answered, a sad nod of respect for the fallen spy went around the room.

"An object of great power, huh?" Geilir, King of the Vanir, commented. "It could be almost anything, really. It would be impossible to know what object they were looking for, perhaps something related to fire magics?"

"Perhaps," Konungr said, deep in thought on the subject he had spent many a night pondering.

"Whatever it is, it must be truly awe inspiring if the fire giants would abandon their lust for violence to search for it. Do we at least know where they are looking?" Zophiel asked as she, too, pondered what the fire giants could be up to.

"No, it seems that they are simply preparing to look for the object, not actually searching," Konungr said.

Zophiel sighed in thought. "What do you think of this, Allfather?" she asked.

Odin didn't hear a word of the previous conversation. His attention was held by one man and one man only. The rider from the Order, Vrangr. He was currently locked in combat with princess of the Vanir, Geilir's daughter. Or his illusion was, at least.

But it was not the importance of the battle, nor the magic he had seen Vrangr perform, not even the masterful way he crafted his illusion— so masterful, even, that Freya was not even aware of its beginning or end. No, his entire focus was on the swordsmanship Vrangr had displayed in the illusion.

It was a style he was intimately familiar with. It had changed and evolved, certainly, but its base was still the same. Odin himself, in fact, had created the base long ago. He had taught it only ever to one man, and one man only. It was a style designed for a user of daggers, as the man had chosen as his chosen weapon.

The man he had taught was his errant son, Loki.

Odin's brows narrowed in concentration and thought, as the seeds of doubt were sown.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Hello again, guys! Third week of weekly updates, I'm on a roll. I was hit with a sudden wave of inspiration late last night and actually wrote the majority of this chapter in one sitting. I blame my lack of reviews for my lack of motivation to write! (hint hint)

Anyway, apologies for this chapter as it is shorter than my normal standards. The reason for this is that the next chapter is the last chapter of the Games and it is a big one. All the plotlines we've been exploring up until now come to fruition.

We've reached 100k views! Damn, I really never imagined that when I started this story it would become as successful (?) as it has become. I thank everyone who has read my story so far and hope you've enjoyed reading it as much as I've enjoyed writing it.

On that note, last chapter also pushed me into the 300k word range, which is a pretty significant length. I recently read another story of similar length and was surprised by how long 300k words actually is. Props to everyone that has stuck with me so far!

So, some things about the characters that some people are inevitably going to point out. Ullr is the daughter of Sif in Norse mythology (not Thor's, either). I've taken creative liberty in simply raising him into his own tier of godhood, where he is not the son of Sif. Some of you may not agree with such things, but I think it makes for a better story overall. Hope you guys don't mind too much.

I was recently asked several questions about prequels/sequels, so I thought I would update my status on that. In all likelihood, I will _**not **_be doing a _**prequel**_. I think there are plenty of stories that explore Hiccup's journey through Earth quite well and although there is some interesting tales to tell about what Hiccup was up to between the time he journeyed to the realms and the beginning of HTTK, I don't think it warrants its own story. _However_, I may or may not write a series of one-shots after I finish HTTK which could delve into what he was up to during this time.

If I find that at the end of HTTK there is a large demand for a sequel (I'll probably make a poll), then I will almost assuredly write one after I finish the **rewrite (more on this later). **I have some pretty great ideas about how the story could continue after the end of HTTK, which I have several drafts of the final chapter already written. I think you guys will like it. There is certainly room for a sequel after the end of everything.

Alright, the rewrite. I've decided, I think, that after I finish HTTK, I'd like to go back through and rewrite the story, remastering it and bringing it up to my "new" standards. For example, I think I will change Allr'bani back to Hiccup's canon sword, Inferno, while keeping its same properties. Also, the elves, who I had originally intended to have names based on theophory (Auriel, Zophiel) however I abandoned that shortly afterwards and decided to stick entirely with Norse. Most likely, these names would be changed to their Norse equivalents.

There are also several other things which, at the start of the story, I wrote which are no longer elements now. For example, early on, Hiccup put a dragon out of its misery on Berk using a "word of death". I had originally planned to have a set of spells that were essentially the easiest way to kill a living create (i.e., stopping its heart, destroying its brain, severing the spinal cord, etc.). I scrapped those because they were deemed overpowered. In the Nidavellir arc, Astrid used a spell which allowed her to "detect" life, which was the beginning of the necromancy school of magic which I had originally planned to be a magic that anyone could use. It is now a blood magic, and you must be born with the ability. It is exceedingly rare, in the same tier as being able to sense the Veil. It will make an appearance later, however.

There are probably more things I'll change, but the end result should be a much finer and polished story. The plot will remain the same, so there will be no need to re-read the story if you want to just jump right on in to the sequel.

Anyways, thanks for reading this chapter, hope you enjoyed it. A special thanks goes out to all my reviewers, you guys rock! I'm always excited to read reviews, I check my phone for the notification every few minutes the day/night I upload.

- Musica


	31. The Fall

Time passed quickly for Hiccup and his team. Hiccup himself spent much of his time either studying the journal that his brother, Narfi, had given him, or spending his time with Astrid. He enjoyed the latter far more than the former by a large degree. The next task was scheduled to take place in a month's time, as apparently the organizers of the Games wanted their competitors to be in the best shape possible.

Thor spent his time idle, much to his chagrin. The wound that Tyr had dealt him was more serious than he first thought. Despite his shoulder having been healed by both magic and potions, there was a lingering phantom pain that would not leave him. The healers assumed that Tyr's hook was not as mundane as it appeared and was in fact enchanted to cause lasting pain with any injury it caused.

Sigrid, Auriel, and Agni had recovered from their injuries without any significant trouble, which only further frustrated Thor that he was the only one to really be hurt. While everyone else rested, Sigrid, Auriel, and Agni focussed on training themselves to be stronger. Their encounter with the Vanir team during the previous task had opened their eyes to the power that the other realms commanded, and none could bear to let down their realm. They were the proof that the realms could work together, to be stronger together than they could be apart.

The days came and went and the day arrived of the next task. This task, it seemed, was different than the others. Instead of going to their underground rooms and waiting for the task to be explained by the announcer, all five of the teams were gathered in the arena itself. The arena had been changed since they last saw it, and it was now several tens of times larger than during the previous task. Most noteable, the marble floors were now replaced with plates of solid mithril. For some reason, that gave everyone in the arena a sense of foreboding.

The crowd roared to life as the announcer stepped into the arena and began speaking, magic enhancing his voice to echo through the stadium. "Today, I bring you all a most special task. For the first time since the Game's inception, we shall not be using the ancient tablet to pick a task. No! We have something much…_ better,_" the announcer said eerily.

The announcer withdrew something from his pocket, a large leather sack covered in runes. "The organizers of these Games have handcrafted a special task for each of the teams! This bag," the announcer said, raising the bag itself, which seemed to… move, on its own, "contains five of the most dangerous and ferocious creatures alive. One shall be chosen at random for each of the teams to face, and not even I shall know what comes out!"

The crowd cheered at the prospect of witnessing a truly monstrous battle. For the elves present, the images of the Nidhogg passed through their minds. None were interested in facing such a beast again.

"The first team is… the Aesir!" the announcer bellowed, pulling out a piece of paper from his pocket. "I will now ask the other four teams to retreat to their respective waiting rooms until the Aesir have finished their task. At the end, after all five teams have _attempted_ the task, I shall announce the rankings."

Hiccup didn't like the sound of "attempting" the task. He also didn't like how they had suddenly decided to deviate from receiving their tasks from the stone tablet. He felt like it was… fair, at least. This task… this task seemed sinister. As if someone was truly testing them, or wanting them to come to harm.

As per the announcers orders, the rest of the teams retreated underground. Hiccup nervously tapped his foot as the minutes, then hours, passed by. _"I don't like this…"_ he thought to himself. _"Something is wrong."_

Astrid shifted in her seat to lean closer to Hiccup to give him some small measure of comfort. She, too, was nervous, and privy to his line of thinking, thought the new task was odd as well. _"Whatever comes, we'll beat it. Together,"_ Astrid said, speaking through their soul bond as she laced her fingers with Hiccup's.

Suddenly, the image in the crystal flickered to life. The image of the announcer appeared, looking somewhat grim. It was a far cry from his usual jovial appearance. _"Something is definitely wrong," _Hiccup reiterated to himself.

"The next team to face the task is… the Vanir!" the announcer said, trying every bit to sound as confident as he usually was. It was a pale imitation. The crystal died and Hiccup could faintly sense the magic that moved their waiting rooms to the surface activate as the Vanir were transported topside.

And so the task proceded. Each team was called up, most taking several hours, although Hiccup did note that the elves had managed to beat their task in fifty-six minutes. At least, that was the time between when they were called, and when the crystal called forth the next time.

Hiccup's nerves reached its peak as the crystal sparked to life, for the fifth and final time. They were last, it would seem. Somewhere in the back of Hiccup's mind he hoped they got the weakest of the beasts, although, fate was never kind to him in that regard. He fully expected a truly monstrous creature to be their opponent.

Everyone jumped slightly as the waiting room began to move upwards, towards the arena. Their time had come. Hiccup, Astrid, and the rest of the team stepped out to an eerily quiet stadium. The crowd lacked its normal roar and cheer, watching almost solemnly as the Order's team made their way to the center of the arena to face their beast. "This doesn't bode well…" Thor commented quietly as he observed the masses.

"Indeed," Auriel said cautiously as she looked around nervously.

The announcer appeared, floating many thousands of feet above them. "Let the task… begin," he said seriously. Everyone watched as hundreds, if not thousands, of spellcasters stepped forward to cast a massive ward of pure white that surrounded the arena. Normally, it was to keep the spectators safe. Now, it felt like it was a cage to keep them inside. Everyone swallowed the lump of fear in their throats.

At the very top of the ward dome, a small opening was created for the announcer, who ever so carefully, undid the bag and tipped it upside down. A small creature descended and everyone breathed a sigh of relief. Nothing that small could be too large of a threat.

Oh, how wrong they were. The creature grew in size as it fell, growing larger, and larger, and larger, and larger, until it threatened to crush Hiccup and his team underfoot. "Run!" Hiccup commanded, sending his team fleeing to the edge of the arena.

The creature impacted with the arena's mithril floor, sending out a shrill ringing noise that annoyed the ears. The creature was easily the largest thing anyone on Hiccup's team— aside from Hiccup, Astrid, and Auriel, who had beared witness to the Nidhogg— had seen. It was a mass of inky black flesh that towered easily thousands of feet into the sky, and nearly equal distance in length. It must have easily weighed many hundreds of thousands of tons.

Hiccup and Astrid craned their heads as they peered skyward. At the top of the beast were nine long, sinuous necks that ended in a nine bulbous heads with beady black eyes that belied a sense of malicious intelligence the likes of which Hiccup had only seen in the creatures his father commanded.

There were few things in all of creation that could truly surprise Hiccup. He had journeyed to unchartered realms, seen strange creatures that no living being had seen before, studied the darkest and most ancient of all magic, but this, this was something he did not think he would ever face.

"It's a _hydra_…" Hiccup cursed, half in awe, half in fear. The last thing he wanted to battle was the twisted spawn born of a union between dragon and sea serpent. It was nigh unkillable and did not occur in nature naturally, for dragons and sea serpents were bitter enemies. Never would one breed with the other. It was an abomination.

The hydra's eyes narrowed as it spotted the six puny mortals that dared to stand before it. There was a sick, malevolent intelligence in them that spoke of death. Hiccup met its gaze and, for the first time in a long time, felt true fear. He unconsciously began to reach for his connection to the Veil that would make him invulnerable to anything this monstrosity could do to him, but he managed to swallow his fear and keep his magic under control. He couldn't afford to show such a power to so many people, even if he faced a hydra.

"H-Hiccup," Astrid stuttered fearfully. "What do we do?" she asked. Hiccup looked around. Everyone, even the ever brave Thor, felt fear before the hydra.

The hydra, it seemed, had waited long enough. All nine of its heads opened their maws and roared in rage and hate. So loud was its roar that the very sand beneath the arena trembled. Hiccup's ears rang as he was deafened instantly by the sheer volume. He could feel a warm liquid flow down his neck and knew that his eardrums had been ruptured. "Damn," he muttered, hearing his voice in his mind instead of aloud.

Before Hiccup could formulate a plan, he saw a blur of silver pass by him and ascend towards the hydra's heads. It was Thor. He was using Mjolnir to bodily throw himself at the beast. He was a human spear, using his hammer as the head of the spear. "No, Thor!" Hiccup cried, despite knowing no one could hear him.

The hydra was caught unawares by the sudden attack, and Thor mercilessly crushed one of its nine heads before landing back on the floor of the arena. Thor turned and smirked, at both his team and the beast, thinking himself victorious. His smirk turned to a scowl as, from the beast's missing head, sprouted two more. He readied himself for another pass, twirling Mjolnir so fast it was a blur in his hand.

Hiccup jumped up and down and waves his hands in the air, screaming at Thor despite knowing he couldn't hear him. He was desperately trying to convey the order _not_ to attack the hydra. It was a fool's task to attempt to slay the beast, as every time you destroyed one head, two grew back in its place. Its body was naturally heavily armored by both scales and thick coats of muscle, making a direct attack impossible. In all Hiccup's studies, he had not come across a way to truly slay a hydra. Most books simply told him to flee, or if he must, attempt to seal the beast. Killing it? Thought impossible, by many.

Thor wasn't getting Hiccup's message at all. Hiccup gnawed on his lip as he decided on his next course of action. Hiccup forged his mind into a razor sharp knife and sunk it deep into Thor's own mind, cutting through any defense he could muster. He was granted access to the inner workings of Thor's mind immediately. Before Thor could even react, Hiccup spoke. "Do not attack it, you fool! You only make it stronger with each head you destroy—" Hiccup had said, before he was forced to retreat from Thor's mind.

One of the hydra's heads, now ten in number, opened its maw and unleashed a cloud of noxious green gas. Hiccup saw his team hesitate, unsure of how to respond to the gas. No doubt breathing even a tiny bit would result in death, or things even more unspeakable. He would have to lead by example. Hiccup held his hands together, as if he were clutching a ball, and summoned the wind to do his bidding. An orb of compressed air swirled between his palms, powerful and all consuming. With a flourish, he released the orb and threw it towards the oncoming gas.

The orb sucked in the gas as it passed through it, expanding to hold the immense amount. When the orb settled, it was easily several tens of feet in diameter and filled with enough gas to appear solid green in color. The hydra seemed to take notice that Hiccup was the most competent of the mortals facing it.

It turned all of its fury towards Hiccup and slithered forward before sending three of its heads down upon him, intending to devour him. Astrid turned to Hiccup as she realized the monster's intentions with fear in her eyes. Communicating with a single glance in a way that only lovers could, Hiccup told Astrid all she needed to know.

With a silent battle cry, she wielded her battleaxe and used it not to attack the heads of the hydra, but to deflect. She used her axe like a club, whacking the heads of the hydra away with the flat of her axe before their jaws could snap down upon them. Hiccup summoned pillars of stone, with flat heads, to erupt from the arena floor below the mithril plates, and slammed them into the beast's heads. Sigrid, seeing the plan in action, joined them, using her two-handed warhammer in the same fashion as Astrid.

The hydra withdrew its heads when it became apparent that it would suffer great pains to devour the mortals. Instead, one of its larger heads reared above all others and inhaled, sucking in a great breath of air. Hiccup's eyes widened as he pulled everyone close to him and quickly transfigured the mithril plates, and the stone underneath, into a great dome that surrounded and protected them. Sigrid, seeing Hiccup's purpose, aided him with her earth magic.

The hydra unleashed a torrent of flames upon the dome that Hiccup and his team took shelter in, holding it until the mithril of the dome was white hot. Inside, everyone began to sweat profusely as the temperature climbed and climbed. Astrid and Auriel summoned water from the atmosphere, what little there was, to attempt to cool them. It provided little relief.

The hydra snarled in rage as its attempt to kill the mortals was thwarted again. Everyone sucked in great breaths of air as the dome was released, their clothes soaked with sweat from the ambient heat of the fire. Everyone looked to Hiccup for what to do.

The hydra slithered forward, all ten of its heads raised high. With a sudden burst of inspiration, Hiccup tried something he hadn't even bothered to consider. He cast an illusion over the hydra. "Work, work, work," Hiccup uttered like a mantra, even though he couldn't hear the words himself.

The hydra stiffened and shook its heads back and forth, as if trying to shake its weariness away. Hiccup smirked. It was working. Hiccup put a little more energy into the illusion, willing the hydra to fall asleep. Behind Hiccup, no one moved or breathed, afraid that they would wake the drowsy beast. The hydra began to sway as it fell deep into a trance. Just when Hiccup thought the hydra had been beaten, its heads stood at attention and its eyes snapped open. Hiccup cursed. He was regretting now that his strength in illusions was in control, not strength.

The hydra, enraged at the attempt to subdue it, renewed its attack on Hiccup and his team. Chaos ensued. Everyone scattered to avoid the attacks of the ten heads. Hiccup and Astrid stayed together, using their soul bond to communicate as they attempted to work out a strategy to defeat the hydra.

Without Hiccup to guide them, Thor and Sigrid reverted to their usual manner of dealing with their enemies. Killing them. Hiccup watched, helpless, as Thor and Sigrid each destroyed the head that was attacking them, causing two more to grow in their places. The hydra's eyes betrayed a feeling of dark mirth as the mortals only made it stronger and stronger. It now had twelve heads.

Hiccup and Astrid split up, each trying to impart the urgency of not attacking the hydra. By the time Hiccup managed to get to Thor, and Astrid to Sigrid, the hydra's heads had grown to number sixteen. Hiccup cursed colorfully as the sixteen heads launched a ferocious attack against them using fangs, fire, poisonous gas, and poison. Hiccup realized the futility of their task and quickly made his decision. Better to give up than to pay with their lives.

Hiccup sent a bolt of magic towards the announcer, where he floated just outside the safety of the barrier that kept them in. It exploded in a cloud of fire to reveal three words drawn in flames. "We give up."

The announcer seemed to make for the peak of the barrier in an attempt to use the bag to contain the hydra, but stopped suddenly when a raven landed on his shoulder. The announcer, with a downcast expression, returned to his previous place, content to watch the task. Hiccup snarled in anger. Now he knew for certain. Someone had rigged the task. For what purpose, he did not know.

Meanwhile, the hydra was using three of its heads to attempt to devour Auriel. Forced to retaliate, or be eaten, Auriel attacked, holding out her index finger and shooting a bolt of light at the hydra. The bolt of light easily shot through the hydra's eye and out the back of its skull, killing it instantly. Auriel watched in horror as the head she had killed exploded, and in its place, two more appeared. Now it had fourteen.

On the opposite side of the beast, Agni fared a little better. Instead of destroying the heads, he merely focused on using blasts of fire to blind it by searing its eyes. It was a common tactic used against the sea serpents in the past, and seemed to work well for him now. The hydra roared in rage and redoubled its attacks on Agni, forcing him to use more and more power. Eventually, he was forced to resort to causing large explosions in order to avoid being killed by the hydra. When the smoke cleared, the hydra had twenty heads.

Astrid was doing her best to not make the situation any worse by keeping their friends from destroying any heads while defending herself at the same time using non-lethal attacks. Hiccup grit his teeth. He'd have to use some magic he didn't want to use, but it was better than his friends being hurt by whoever had dared to rig the game against him. His pride wouldn't let him be defeated now.

Hiccup tapped into Astrid's magic through their soul bond, using her enhancement magic to increase his speed to such a degree that, as he ran, each fall of his foot dented the mithril plates of the arena floor. He was as fast as a god as he cleared the distance from the edge of the arena to the hydra's body in less than a second. The hydra didn't even recognize that he had moved when Hiccup reached out, splayed his fingers, and pressed his hand against the hydra's scales.

"_Ek Kosta,"_ he commanded under his breath, forcibly tearing the hydra's magic from its being. A blood-red aura surrounded Hiccup's hand as he winced in pain as he felt like the flesh of his hand was being burnt off. For all the pain Hiccup was in, the hydra was in more. The beast's twenty heads roared in pain and rage. The hydra recoiled, seeking to separate itself from the pain being inflicted upon it.

Hiccup followed the hydra, never breaking contact as he continued to drain the magic from the creature. The hydra, finally realizing that the source of its misery was one of the mortals, turned its attention to Hiccup. All twenty of its heads reared back and vomited up a sea of clear liquid that smoked as it came into contact with the air. Hiccup leaped back, cancelling the torture spell, just in time to avoid the liquid.

The liquid came into contact with the mithril floor of the arena and easily eroded it, the stone beneath, and then several tens of feet into the ground. The hydra had vomited acid at him. The others seemed to figure out the general idea after seeing Hiccup attack the beast directly, in a manner that didn't involve destroying its heads.

Thor leapt into action, charging Mjolnir with the power of the heavens. A casual swing sent a bolt of supercharged lightning roaring through the air before it struck the hydra's body where it crackled and dissipated on the monster's hide.

Auriel withdrew her bow, considering the hydra to be an enemy worthy of her weapon, and nocked an arrow of pure light that pulsed with power. She took aim, trying to picture where the monster's heart would be, and where the best place to shoot was. She eventually decided to unleash her arrow upon the hydra's body, one hundred feet below the start of its necks. The arrow of light flew through the air faster than the eye could follow and struck the hydra where it dug into its thick scales for several feet before dissipating harmlessly, nowhere near piercing the hydra's flesh.

Sigrid and Agni attacked with a combination of earth and fire magic, trying to weaken its hide with heat before attempting to pierce it with large spears of stone. They had little success, for the hide of the hydra was an amalgam of dragonhide— fire resistant, and serpent scales— designed to resist the pressure of the deepest oceans.

Meanwhile, the hydra continued to rain down fire, poisonous gas, and acid on them. It was all Hiccup and his team could do to avoid them and feebly attack the hydra's body in hopes of success.

Tired of the mortal's jumping around and not accepting their fate, the hydra withdrew all of its heads and swung its tail in a wide arc, tearing up the arena floor and causing a wall of wind to buffet everyone. Hiccup, being the closest to the hydra, had no time to dodge. His eyes widened as his vision was consumed by green-black scales, making it seem as if night had come early. He was going to be hit.

Just before the hydra's tail could crush Hiccup, Astrid appeared beside him, grabbing him by the waist and leaping into the air with such force that the air stung at Hiccup's exposed skin. _"Thanks," _he said through their soul bond, knowing Astrid had just saved him.

Astrid could barely hear Hiccup over the roar of blood in her ears and the adrenaline in her veins. She had used a large quantity of energy to boost her enhancement magic to levels she almost never used to save him. The two of them landed on the far side of the arena with a heavy thud, the mithril plates of the arena floor denting from the impact. Astrid didn't feel a thing with her enhanced strength.

The rest of the team, having more time to react, managed to avoid the tail swipe, much to the hydra's ire. It resumed its barrage of breath attacks against them, trying to kill them. It was all everyone could do to avoid death, let alone retaliate. Sensing that his team would soon run out of energy and either be severely wounded or killed, he finally came up with a plan. It was a rash, foolhardy plan, but it was a plan.

"_No!"_ Astrid hissed through their soul bond. _"Absolutely not!" _

Hiccup managed to worm his way out of her grasp before she could restrain him. _"Relax, I'll be fine,"_ he assured her, their soul bond not allowing him to lie. He would be fine, one way or the other. This wouldn't kill him. Although it would be thoroughly disgusting.

Astrid growled in frustration, not wanting him to be an idiot, but grudgingly acknowledged the merit of his plan. It _could_ work. She stomped on the ground angrily, causing cracks to appear in the dented mithril floor, and allowed Hiccup to sprint towards the hydra.

Hiccup ran, using a little of Astrid's own magic to increase his speed, directly into the path of the hydra. All twenty heads turned their attention to him and the slits of their eyes narrowed menacingly. Hiccup readied his sword, Elding, as if in challenge, daring the hydra to attack him. The beast was all too happy to oblige. All twenty of its heads descended upon Hiccup, jaws open with saliva splashing to the ground, tongues lolling in the air.

Hiccup swallowed his fear and readied himself for perhaps one of the dumbest things he had ever done. When the first head was only feet away from him, he leapt. He leapt right into the mouth of the beast, avoiding the razor sharp teeth. Hiccup heard the hydra's jaws snap down behind him. There was no going back now. Hiccup gagged as the walls of the hydra's throat convulsed and crushed him, urging him farther and farther down the throat of the beast. Thick, mucousy saliva coated him from head to toe, causing his hair to stick his face.

Hiccup held his breath, not daring to open his mouth or breathe. His eyes were held tightly shut, though he knew he would have to open them soon. He could feel bile rise in his own throat. This moment would haunt him forever. Perhaps he could get Laufey to remove the memory. Her magic was experimental at best but it was better than feeling this… sensation, every night, when he closed his eyes.

Hiccup scowled inwardly when he felt his destination come closer and closer. He felt a steady, rhythmic vibration that was so loud it would have made his ears hurt if his eardrums weren't already ruptured. Hiccup winced as he opened his eyes, bringing up one hand to wipe away a thick rope of saliva that covered his face. _"Disgusting!"_ Hiccup cursed.

Hiccup immediately cast a spell that produced a small orb of emerald light that illuminated the hydra's throat. He fumbled with his sword as, at the bottom of the throat, a large black cavern awaited him. Hiccup forced himself to remain calm, using every mental exercise Loki had taught him to keep his wits about him. He felt the rhythmic beating increase in intensity until it felt so close that he could reach out and touch it.

That was when he made his move. With a silent cry, not wanting to swallow any saliva, he lashed out with Elding and slashed at the fleshy wall where he felt the beating come from. He felt the hydra tense and prepare to roar in pain. Hiccup tapped into Astrid's magic even more, borrowing her strength and speed to do what was necessary. A few more accurate, powerful slashes opened the fleshy walls of the hydra's body. Scalding hot blood splashed onto Hiccup, thoroughly soaking his clothes and slightly burning his skin.

Through the waves of blood, he could see his goal beyond. The heart. It was several tens of feet away, separated by webs of sinew, soft flesh, and muscle. A river of blood poured into the hydra's throat from beyond, making it even more difficult to reach. Hiccup jumped forward into the opening, half wading, half swimming, through the river of blood towards the hydra's heart.

Hiccup smiled despite his situation, having succeeded. The hydra's heart was truly massive. What he was seeing was simply one part of it. It's atriums were large enough that Hiccup could probably fit a small house inside if he wanted to. No matter. It would do. Hiccup raised Elding and brought it down again and again, cutting the exposed piece of the heart to ribbons. Every time the heart pulsed it sent a spray of blood erupting out of the cuts, blinding Hiccup, but he didn't need to be accurate for this. He simply cut, and cut, and cut.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Outside, everyone gasped in shock and fear as Hiccup was swallowed up by the beast in a seemingly suicidal attack. The crowd, normally bloodthirsty and desperate for action, did not like these tasks. Each ended in disaster and carnage that was clearly malicious in its intent. First, the Aesir had faced a monstrous cerberus, a truly titanic wolf with three heads who had a taste for mortal flesh and a malevolent intelligence that belayed its bestial nature. The entire team had very nearly perished when they underestimated the creature. Only quick thinking by Hlin and Eir had spared them defeat.<p>

Then, the Vanir had faced towering minotaur that wielded a strange axe. It was unlike anything that anyone present had ever seen. Despite their best efforts, the minotaur resisted every attack that had come their way and fought harder and harder despite the danger it faced. Only at the very end, when Freya pushed her powers to their very limits, did her Brisingamen necklace allow her to slay the creature.

The elves and dwarves had fared little better. The dwarves were pitted against a large griffin, who was as intelligent as any man, with the body of a beast. They were defeated in less than an hour. The elves, surprisingly, had the easiest of all the fights. A colony of sirens, beautiful creatures with the body of a woman and the tail of a fish, were their opponents. They lured the elves with their voices, beautiful and crystalline, bewitching them into coming into the water where the sirens could easily feast on their flesh. Yet, somehow, their song did not bewitch the elves. When it became obvious that their food would not fall for their tricks, the sirens gave up attempting to kill them. The announcer finally declared them the winner when it was apparent there was no sport to be had.

But, of all the monstrosities that had been faced today, the hydra was king. Nigh undefeatable, and highly dangerous, nobody expected the Order to best it, not even the announcer himself. When the message from the captain, stating that they wished to give up, came, the announcer was not expecting to be told to let the match continue, least of all by Odin Allfather's familiar, Huginn.

Odin himself sat, deep in thought, as he watched every move of Hiccup closely. He paid no attention to his fellow kings and queens, even as they discussed what the other races were doing to oppose them in the war. No, his only thoughts were for the man he assumed was in close relations with his son.

Odin was looking for any sign, any confirmation, that Hiccup had been taught by Loki himself. He needed to be sure, before he acted. The style of swordsmanship was damning on its own, as he did not think that Loki would be willing to teach it to just anyone. They would have to be close to him. And if they were close to him, they would no doubt use other magics that would be taught to them in the style that Loki had grown accustomed.

Odin's eyes narrowed as he saw Hiccup cast the torture spell on the hydra, but it was not enough. It was a known fact, from the incident on Alfheim, that Hiccup knew such magic. He was a progressive like that, not limited by the stigmatism of the old ways of thought. It wasn't enough for him to be sure of his guilt.

He needed to bring out Hiccup's desperation, and for that, he had chosen the hydra to challenge him. When his friends, or his lover, were in peril, Odin had no doubt that Hiccup would expose his true colors.

And expose his true colors he did. Only, they were not what Odin had expected. Instead of malice, cunning, or trickery, Hiccup had answered his challenge with bravery and foolhardiness. He had leapt into the maw of the beast of his own free will, to slay it from the inside. It was the opposite of everything Loki stood for, the opposite of everything he believed in. He would not choose an agent so opposite in bearing than he was. An agent of Loki would have let people die, or would have used the foulest of magic to kill the hydra.

Perhaps… perhaps he was wrong.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The hydra flailed its twenty heads and roared in pain as it entered its death throes. Astrid and the rest of the team fled to the edge of the arena to avoid being crushed by the floundering beast. Its cried came to a whimpering gurgle of surrender as it passed into the void, the light dying in its eyes.<p>

"Hiccup!" Astrid yelled, despite nobody being able to hear. As the hydra died, the barrier around the arena went down. A veritable legion of healers descended upon them, forcing various potions down their throats and coating their skins with salves. Astrid was too fast to be caught, however. She knew Hiccup was alive and he'd need help getting… out.

She ran to the same head she had saw him be swallowed by, and ignoring the primal fear that had still not left her, pried open its jaws with the handle of her axe before hooking the blade between its fangs and pulling its maw open. _"Hiccup!"_ she called through their soul bond.

Astrid's eyes darted back and forth in the black void of the hydra's throat, looking for any sign of Hiccup. She let out a long sigh of relief when she saw a dull emerald glow begin to fill the blackness. A few minutes later, she could hear, more than see, Hiccup working his way up through the beast. Hiccup's emerald light flickered out of existence once he was in the hydra's mouth proper, no longer needed.

Hiccup pushed past Astrid and walked into the light of day, taking in deep gasps of fresh air. If he smelt half as bad as he felt, his scent was lethal. He collapsed onto the ground, the perfect image of carnage, covered head to tail in gore and small chunks of flesh. Astrid rushed to his side and quickly began extracting water from the air to wash the filth off. Hiccup discarded his shirt and boots entirely, and only kept his pants to preserve his modesty. His clothes would never be clean again.

Everyone looked up as they heard a roar in the sky. Toothless, Stormfly, Hlif, and Duna landed heavily on the ground before going to their riders. An angry snarl echoed from their maw at the blatant danger their riders were just submitted to. They would find who was responsible, one way or the other.

"You rash, foolish, stubborn, arrogant, little two-legs," Toothless chided, breaking into a lecture on how idiotic Hiccup's actions had been. Astrid continued to attempt to wash away the filth while wrinkling her nose. Toothless stopped pacing to lick his rider, cleaning him as if he was a hatchling. Together with Astrid, the two of them made short work of the task. Around them, several tens of healers were anxious to see to Hiccup. Only the growls and snaps of Stormfly and Toothless kept them at bay. No one wanted to risk a dragon's wrath.

After Toothless deemed Hiccup properly educated on his foolishness, and clean, he allowed the healers to approach him and make sure he was fine. He was, of course, but their constant fretting was getting on Toothless' nerves.

"Come on, let's get out of here," Astrid said, helping Hiccup stand while trying not to touch him too much. He still smelled horrendous.

No one noticed the announcer updating the rankings for the Games, proudly displaying the Order in first place by a large margin due to them defeating a hydra in thirty-six minutes.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The fifth task heralded the start of the semifinals, and was scheduled for exactly thirty days after the fourth task. There had been quite a large uproar over the danger in the fourth task and it had been announced that the stone tablet would be used to generate the fifth task, and every task from thereon out. Odin had managed to keep his hand in the fourth task from being mentioned, although the powers that be recognized his familiar during the task when Hiccup had tried to surrender.<p>

It was the night before the semifinals that the mounting stress that had been building up finally began to take its toll on Hiccup. There was only so much stress one could take before they cracked, even people as strong as Hiccup. Sometimes… he just needed a break from it all.

That was how he found himself sleeping in the courtyard with Toothless, idly talking the night away about the past, the future, and all the better things in life. It was a brief reprieve from the war that did wonders on his recently irritable mood.

After talking long enough, Hiccup released a content sigh and leaned back into Toothless before falling asleep. He contemplated just falling asleep, surrendering to his dreams, but he had been making so much progress these past few months. A few more months, a year at the most, and he would have it. The answer to not only his problem, but every problem. Nothing would stand in the way of him, Astrid, and Toothless. It would be a perfect world.

When Hiccup opened his eyes again, it was to the endless expanse of white that represented the Realm Eternal. Hiccup had grown quite accustomed to the afterlife after so many years of venturing into it, and by sheer happenstance, had figured out a new property of the realm that had eluded him. It was a simple idea, to move as he did in the Veil, with thought, instead of physically moving. They were similar, in that regard, that the material dimension had no hold on the laws of physics governing them. With a thought, the landscape flashed and Hiccup found himself at the Stairs.

Although Hiccup couldn't say why, he felt that his journey was coming to an end. One or two more stairs and he would be there. Then the hard part would come. However, the last few stairs had become increasing difficult to pass. They were stubborn, refusing to part with their secrets and allow him passage. Hiccup had tried a variety of things— magic, his soul bond, the mind arts, even the Veil's energy— to no avail. Nothing would allow him passage past the step he was currently on.

Hiccup worked for nearly four hours in a fruitless attempt to make the wall of white, which would become another stair, if he passed its test, change. Eventually he gave up, too tired to keep going. The mental strain during the day was only compounded upon during the night when he worked on his and Toothless' plan.

With another sigh, Hiccup awoke. It was late at night now, and the cold of the desert had descended upon them. No one was awake. Hiccup sat in the darkness, pondering his fate and all that would come in the future. How many hardships had he faced before he attained happiness, only for it to be jeopardized again by even more hardships?

At the thought of losing Astrid with what was to come, Hiccup couldn't help but release a shuddering breath. Unshed tears built in his eyes, threatening to spill out. Toothless wrapped a protective tail around his rider, offering him silent companionship.

Hiccup was startled when something stirred next to him. "Hiccup?" a feminine voice called out. Hiccup recognized it immediately as Astrid's voice and wondered how he didn't realize she had snuck up on him during his excursion into the afterlife. Not even the soul bond told him that she was that close.

Hiccup reflexively sniffed and tried to inconspicuously wipe his eyes before Astrid could see the state he was in. It didn't work. "What's wrong?" she asked, wrapping her arms around his waist as she snuggled against his warmth. Toothless moved to put a wing over the two of them to further shield them from the cold.

Hiccup didn't answer for a long time. It was a good question. What was wrong? Everything.

"... I-If," Hiccup said weakly, softly, barely audible in the silence of the night. "If you ever have questions that need answers, go home," he said cryptically.

Astrid just squeezed him tighter, assuring him that whatever was bothering him would be okay. "I love you," he whispered to her before placing a chaste kiss on her forehead.

Something within Astrid told her that this was an important moment. She just didn't know why. It would be a thousand years before she truly understood.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The next morning, every man, woman, and child was in a hurry to get to the stadium. It was the day of the semifinals. The disaster that was the fourth task had quickly been forgotten in the wake of the excitement that had enveloped the realm in anticipation of the fifth.<p>

As part of the semifinals, the teams were in the arena proper to hear the announcer's speech about the Games. "Welcome, come one, come all, to the greatest competition the realms have ever seen!" the announcer bellowed.

"Today marks the start of the semifinals! And, as always, the start of the most exciting tasks! Now, let's see what our teams shall face!" the announcer said, and with an exaggerated flourish, sent a bolt of magic into the stone tablet, causing it to burst to life. It depicted the painting of two teams on a field, each having a banner at the far side. One team member held the banner, while the other five both defended their banner and attempted to take the enemy's.

"Aha! A simple, yet classic, game! Let us see how they shall handle—" the announcer was suddenly cut off with a gurgle. All eyes turned to the podium where he had been speaking to see something no one had ever thought they would see. A dark elf. A dark elf with a sword plunged into the chest of the announcer.

The dark elf was clothed in a long, flowing robe of black cloth. She had long ears, the trait of an older elf, and had long white hair with streaks of gray. Despite the length of her ears, she was still far too young to have white hair. It was… unnatural, almost as if she had aged centuries in the course of days. Stressed beyond her limits.

"This day will live in infamy," the dark elf woman began to speak, her voice hoarse and raspy. "This day you shall remember as the day that your rightful ruler returns to his throne. This day you shall regret your arrogance, your hubris, for daring to hold yourselves as our betters."

"This day…" the woman said as she slipped a hand up to her throat, undoing the clasp that held her cloak on. The cloak fell limply to her sides, leaving her naked and bare. Every inch of her skin was covered in runes that had been tattooed. "This day, our god, Loki, ascends. This is…"

At this, the runes began to glow with power. They shimmered and emitted a low white glow, swimming over her skin like water. Everyone watched, transfixed, as the woman's skin started to fade out of existence. Below her skin was nothing but angry white orbs of energy that flittered back and forth, as if eager to break out of their prison. The white orbs began to push at the woman's slowly disappearing skin, causing it to bulge out.

"Someone, stop her!" Odin commanded, raising from his seat and readying his spear, Gungnir.

Below him, Hiccup knelt to the ground with such speed he was a blur. He placed both palms on the ground and an array of runes instantly spread out from them, creating a large circle around him and his friends. A low white dome of energy bubbled into existence, protecting them.

"This is…" the dark elf woman said again as she faded from existence entirely. Her last word echoed in the minds of all, and for many, it was the last thing they ever heard. _**"Ragnarok!"**_

The orbs of white energy erupted, now longer contained within their prison. The air burned so hot that it caught fire, and a blinding white light seared the eyes of everyone present. An explosion so powerful that it rocked the very core of the planet erupted outwards, appearing nothing more than pure light, and ate everything in its path for tens of miles in every direction.

The explosion reached its peak and sat idle for a moment, content to feast on everything caught in its blast radius. A second later, it imploded, disappearing as fast as it appeared. A shockwave raced around the entire realm, sending up sandstorms and causing tidal waves. The city of Vanaheim, the last great city of the realm of which it shared its name, glowed white as well as it was protected by a large counterspell, the same one, in fact, that Hiccup had used.

When the dust cleared, there was nothing remaining. A crater stretched on for miles long, and tens of miles deep. An abyss of death that suddenly was carved into the earth as tens of millions of souls were snuffed out.

Odin Allfather released a strained breath as he released the magic that had shielded him, and the other rulers, from whatever foul magic the dark elf had unleashed upon them. An overwhelming rage overtook him as he felt the weight of his son's sins on his shoulder. "So many dead…" he commented to himself.

Behind him, the others began to stir and wake, having been knocked unconscious by the sheer amount of energy the blast carried. "What… happened!" Konungr roared, his head aching. Even his natural dwarven resistance to magic did not protect him from the massive blast.

"I do not know," Odin answered quietly, before casting magic. "Any left alive, please make your way to the edge of the city so that we may speak," he said, his voice echoing over the entire city and the desert beyond.

Konungr looked down and hissed as he saw nothing but the massive crater left by the blast. He didn't even stop to think why he could so easily float as Odin casually sent them all flying towards the city with a wave of Gungnir.

The rulers and the council of the Order looked in in horror as the extent of the damage done came to light. "... How is the city not damaged?" Zophiel asked suddenly as he looked towards the ocean.

Odin turned to Njord, king of the Vanir. "How indeed?" the Allfather asked with a raised eyebrow.

Njord didn't know how to answer. "I… do not know," he said softly. He had never expected his tentative alliance to come to… this.

The rulers arrived at a part of the city and sighed in relief as they saw that, for some reason they could not explain, many of the Vanir were safe inside. Confused, but safe. Even stranger still, all five of the teams were safe. Unconscious or standing in a small clearing near the outskirts of the city. Odin decided that was where the best place would be to have his meeting.

Odin landed gracefully on the ground, depositing the other rulers gently. Some landed with more grace than others. Odin waved Gungnir and a tent was conjured from nothing where he gestured everyone inside. Hiccup, Astrid, Thor, and Auriel moved to join them, being the only ones awake. Sigrid and Agni were still unconscious, as was everyone else from the Games.

The atmosphere was solemn in the tent as opinions raged on what should happen next. It was obvious to all that the war had begun in full. "I say the Vanir had something to do with this!" Zophiel was yelling, "their city has remained untouched, their citizens alive and well, while everyone else is nothing but ash!"

Hiccup, Astrid, Thor, and Auriel wisely remained quiet as their kings and queens raged. Every once in awhile, Astrid would cast a sideways glance at Hiccup. He was strangely… distant. He had a firm grip on their soul bond, not letting any emotions or thoughts through. That was troubling, to say the least. Outside, Stormfly agreed with her rider.

Konungr looked between his fellows. They had argued enough. "Enough!" he roared, his voice quieting them all, even Odin. "There is no need to bicker. I know full well who is responsible for this atrocity," he said.

"... Who?" Zophiel asked, deadly serious. Everyone watched, some with shock, some with horror, as Konungr marched around the table to stand directly in front of Hiccup.

"I name you, Vrangr, son of none, Oathbreaker and traitor to us all!" Konungr declared, spitting on Hiccup's boots as he did so.

"Servant of Loki, the most vile of war criminals alive!" he then reached forward and pulled out Hiccup's left hand, displaying the black ring for all to see as the illusion that hid it slowly faded to nothing under the intense inspection of all present. "The crest of the Betrayer himself!"

No one moved. No one breathed. Odin kept a close eye on Hiccup, his earlier doubts returning in full force. The council of the Order looked offended that Konungr would suggest one of their own was a servant of Loki. For a long time, no one did anything.

"I do not know what you're speaking of—" Hiccup began to explain, before he was cut off. Auor stepped forward, but said nothing, yet the room quieted and all attention turned to the spymaster of the Order. Astrid focussed all her attention on Hiccup's secret "second" master. A strange glint caught her eyes, causing Astrid to look down. Auor wore a ring. A ring that she had not seen before. A ring that was, at the same time, quite familiar. Hiccup wore the very same ring, in fact. But this ring… was different. It seemed darker, a blackness so powerful that light was swallowed by it.

Astrid's eyes widened. A tall Aesir man, Auor's guard, shifted on his feet behind the spymaster. Astrid looked at him. He had ever so carefully laid his hand on the hilt of his sword. There on his hand, he too, wore a ring of black. Astrid's heart raced.

Finally, Auor spoke. "There is no longer a reason to continue this useless facade, Vrangr… my son," she said, and at her words, the air shimmered as Auor released an illusion and emerged as a man Astrid had only ever seen in memories and visions. Loki, adoptive son of Odin, Hiccup's father.

Everyone was shocked beyond words and thought, even Odin. A chill crawled up Astrid's spine as she felt Hiccup's grip on their soul bond lessen and she heard the words whispered in his mind as if they were whispered in her own.

"_Kill them,"_ Loki commanded.

Faster than Astrid had ever seen Hiccup do before, he drew his sword and cleaved Konungr's head from his shoulders. Behind Loki, the man burst into action, stabbing Blakkr, an elder of the Order, through the chest and killing him instantly. Hiccup lunged over the table that sat in the middle of the room and his blade sunk into Runa's, another elder of the Order, gut. Her body burst into emerald flame before turning to ash as Allr'bani devoured her magic.

Before anyone else could be killed, Thor leapt to action, surprising everyone. "Brother!" he roared, charging Mjolnir with lightning and swinging at Loki. Loki made no move to dodge and simply stood his ground and sneered. Mjolnir passed harmlessly through him. Astrid watched as Loki's body became wispy and incorporeal, as did the bodies of Hiccup and the man who was Loki's guard. Outside, Toothless had fought off Hlif, Duna, and Stormfly, where his body was doing the same.

Thor raised his hammer to send a massive bolt of lightning at Loki. "Stop!" Odin commanded, and Thor obeyed reluctantly. "They are already beyond our reach," Odin said as he waved a hand through the incorporeal form of Loki.

The man who had been guarding Loki moved to stand next to Hiccup, patting him on the back good naturedly. "Why?" Odin asked, simply.

Loki quirked an eyebrow. "Why? You dare to ask me why?" Loki sneered at his adoptive father. "It is my destiny to rule, I who should be king who has suffered so. Is it not the way of the Aesir to take vengeance for perceived slights? I am finally being the son you so wanted me to be."

"I never wanted you to be… this," Odin said sadly. Thor looked red in the face from anger. Loki just sneered in response before turning his attention to Njord.

"I am afraid that I will need your answer now, _your highness,_" he asked coldly.

Those left alive— Odin, Zophiel, Frode, and Agvior— looked to Njord to explain Loki's words. Njord appeared to be fighting something within himself before he made a decision. "The Vanir were once a proud and mighty race," he began, letting that sentence hang in the air.

"And so we shall be once again. No son or daughter of Vanaheim will swear themselves to your madness!" Njord declared proudly.

Loki didn't look phased by his choice. "That is most… unfortunate," was all Loki said.

Hiccup, with great reluctance, turned to face Astrid. The look of betrayal and hurt on her face would haunt his nightmares until his dying day. "Come with me," he whispered reassuringly, holding out his hand for her to take.

Astrid seemed to look through Hiccup, seeing with unseeing eyes. "Come with me," he urged again, moving closer to her. There was a hint of desperation in his tone, pleading, needing. "Please," he added weakly.

Astrid shook her head disbelievingly. "Please," Hiccup tried again, taking another step forward. Astrid took one step back.

"Vrangr, we need to go," Loki said, leaving his own family in quiet shock while moving to Hiccup's side. "The ring will only work for another minute, we have to go. Now."

"Come with me," Hiccup tried again, desperately.

"No," Astrid said with a shaky breath. "This is wrong, and you know it."

Hiccup withdrew his outstretched hand as if it had been burned, a look of profound sorrow etched onto his features as he felt his heart break, torn between the only family that had shown him genuine affection and his one true love. Hiccup couldn't bear to see the look of betrayal on her face for another second, so he turned away. Better to stare into the faces of those he called friends and comrades and see their loathing and hate.

"Don't worry, brother," Narfi whispered to Hiccup as he placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder. Loki just smirked in victory as his, Hiccup's, and Narfi's bodies become more and more incorporeal until they faded out of existence.

Just before Hiccup disappeared, Astrid spoke again. "I'll save you, you know," Astrid said with steel and determination in her voice as a new fire burned in her eyes.

Hiccup turned to look at her. "I'm counting on it," he whispered so softly Astrid wasn't sure if he had spoken aloud or within their souls, before he faded completely.

The tent was left in silence for a short moment before two soft pops were heard. "Your highness!" two voices cried out at once. Astrid turned to the source of the voices and found two ravens perched on Odin's shoulders. Huginn and Muninn, Odin's raven familiars. Thought and memory. Astrid didn't even notice they were speaking in the language of the birds.

"The royal vaults is under siege by the fire giants!" Muninn cried.

"Alfheim is under attack!" Huginn cried.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

This chapter was originally the first half of what would have been chapter 31, however, I've decided to split it into two parts because I felt like there was a lot happening and it was just a bit too much to take in all at once. Therefore, updates. Next chapter is already ¼ the way done, and should be finished within a few days.

So how did you guys like the Grand Magic Games? One thing I always try to do is make sure everything in my story has a meaning. I'm not just writing random stuff to fill up the pages, each piece of information is (whether you know it or not) advancing the plot. Some of you guys have, even, went back to the beginning of my story and pointed out things that were foreshadowed 10-20 chapters later. I like leaving little clues like that. Characters' strengths who were not showcased will make an appearance… soon. Astrid, Thor, Valka, etc.

Also, before anyone asks, no, Astrid has not forgotten her promise to Yggdrasil. That oath begins now.

But yeah, part 2 out soon. Thanks for reading and reviewing!

- Musica


	32. Alpha and Omega

Odin's eyes widened. He quickly looked around and saw downcast faces. This was war, he had forgotten that. "Return to Alfheim and defend the realm, I must see to the vaults. There are too many items of great and terrible power there to let them fall into his hands," Odin declared, and with a thump of his spear on the ground, he disappeared in a blinding iridescent light.

The occupants of the tent sat in mute shock for several moments before bursting into action. Queen Zophiel was the first to act, storming out of the tent. Agvior trailed close behind at a brief pace. The moment they left the tent, they were joined by an escort of armed elves.

Auriel just stared at the spot where Hiccup had been standing, which coincidentally, was where the decapitated body of King Konungr still lay. The shock of Hiccup's betrayal had left her speechless, and in its wake, she did not hear that her home was under attack.

Thor paced back and forth, his skin an angry red color. He gripped the handle of Mjolnir and twirled it in an attempt to calm himself. His brother had not only solidified the rumors surrounding him, but brought Hiccup, a close friend in his mind, down with him as well.

Astrid was the worst of all. She stared into the distance, her eyes unseeing, her mind fractured in disbelief in shock. She knew Hiccup considered them family, she knew that what his family had done had been horrible and unforgivable, and yet she didn't think he would choose to follow them in the end. She had made so much progress in banishing the darkness from his heart in the past decade of their love, and yet, in that one horrible moment, he laid his soul bare for her to see, and the darkness was still there, strong as ever. When he turned to leave, she could see that the light she gave him only made his darkness darker. And that was the worst of all.

Time seemed to pass slowly for Astrid as her world finally caught up to her. Odin's ravens had reported that they were under attack, and as a rider of the Order, and as Hiccup's soul mate, she couldn't sit back and do nothing. She had to act. Her magic came to life, reacting to her instinct, allowing her to move at speeds so fast that most could not even comprehend. She reached Stormfly in mere moments, and the two of them were in the sky, heading back towards the World Gate. In her heart, Astrid knew that the time to honor her vow to Yggdrasil had come. This was what she was meant to save Hiccup from. She wouldn't let him fall to Loki's war. She couldn't.

Astrid's magic bled over to Stormfly, giving her a speed that was unmatched. In the distance, Astrid could vaguely see the outline of several dragons also making their way to the World Gate. Astrid forced more of her magic into Stormfly, willing her to go faster. A quick burst of speed sent gusts of wind buffeting the sand dunes below as they sped towards their brothers and sisters in arms. When they were close enough, Astrid identified the riders. It was Agvior, on the back of his dragon, and with him was Zophiel. There were several other elven riders who had survived the blast, most notable among them was Fill, whom Hiccup had put in his place.

Astrid and Stormfly caught up to them in no time at all. Agvior looked over to Astrid and, seeing the determination in her eyes, gave her a nod of understanding before sending a small communications crystal over to her. The crystal sparked to life in Agvior's familiar topaz-yellow color before beginning to orbit her head.

"I am glad you decided to join us," Agvior said, his voice drained of its usual grandfatherly tone. He sounded tired, a bone deep tiredness that consumed him.

It took Astrid a long time to find her voice, and when she did, she didn't think it would be normal to respond after so long. Instead, she tried to put a voice to the thousands of questions whirling around in her skull. "Why… why would Loki hide within the Order if he had Hiccup?" she finally asked.

Agvior frowned. "I knew Auor for a long, long time. Longer than your line has existed, in all likeliness. I know she would never have joined Loki, and I fear that he killed her and took her place on the council. Why he needed Hiccup… it is difficult to say, but I think that while he acted as the brains, he needed someone to act as the brawn. For all the information he was privy to, he could not act on it lest he raise suspicion on himself. Hiccup was his right hand, his sword, carrying out his actions in Loki's place," he explained, lamenting the fate of his close friend. Zophiel remained stoic and cold throughout the explanation.

There were no words to say to that, and for a time, they travelled in silence. Eventually, the World Gate came into sight. "What's our plan?" Astrid asked, referring to how they would repel whatever invasion force was assaulting Alfheim.

Agvior's expression hardened. "That remains to be seen," he said simply, yet coldly.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup and Narfi disappeared from the realm of Vanaheim, only to reappear an instant later on the realm of Alfheim. When they did, they stood next to their brothers and sister. Fenrir, Hel, Vali, Narfi, and Hiccup stood on the very outskirts of the wards that protected the city of Nidavellir. Their mission was simple: cause mayhem until the queen challenges them, then kill her.<p>

"Remember, we don't want to slaughter them. A king is nothing without his subjects," Narfi reminded everyone. Nods of heads signalled that they understood. "Begin," Narfi commanded, nodding his own head.

Hel cackled before twirling and floating into the air, her fingers moving so quickly that they were a blur as she spread her web. Hiccup, Fenrir, Narfi, and Vali surrendered their bodies to Hel, allowing her to manipulate them. Hel moved them all through the sky at speeds that would have matched even Freya's cloak. The moment they passed the wards protecting the city, an alarm rang out.

"Intruders!" one of the spellcasters cried out as he watched an image projection of a sphere ripple, showing that someone had entered.

"How many?" another called out as he alerted the guards.

"Five… just five…" the first spellcaster replied, the hint of panic from earlier having faded. It returned in full force moments later.

Hel sent Narfi to the middle of the city where he landed with a heavy thud. Next to him, Vali floated down in the guise of a small bird. "Go, let us know if you find anything!" Narfi called to his brother. Vali chirped in understanding before flapping off.

With a feral grin, Narfi raised both his arms into the air, allowing the sleeves of his robes to fall away and expose his bare arms that were covered in scars. Narfi growled in pain as he began to work his magic. Shards of bone erupted from Narfi's arms, protruding several feet. He continued to feed his magic, willing his attack to be stronger. The shards of bone grew larger still. When they were each three feet long, he unleashed them upon the forest.

A pillar of fire erupted from the base of the shards of bone, causing them to be torn from Narfi's arms and fly into the air faster than any arrow. The bone arrows, guided by magic, seeked out their targets. Where they struck true, the bone turned to fire and covered the land in flames. Great explosions echoed through the forest as Narfi unleashed barrage after barrage of his bone arrows. Soon, fire leapt through the trees, destroying nature and homes alike.

"Use water!" Narfi heard one of the elves cry out somewhere to the west of him.

"I tried! It's not working!" someone answered. Narfi smirked. His flames wouldn't be doused by simple water. With a flick of his arm, he sent a bone arrow towards the voices and silenced them.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hel dropped Fenrir down in a small clearing closest to Miotvior, the grand tree. He landed with a heavy thud, his great mass causing the ground to shake. Hel then dropped her favorite brother, Vrangr, down softly next to Fenrir.<p>

Fenrir and Hiccup winced as an invisible thread sewed itself into their ears, allowing Hel to speak to them. "Take care of Vrangr, Fenrir," Hel commanded.

"Of course, sister," Fenrir said confidently. "Come on, pup," he called to Hiccup as he trotted forward, morphing his arms into that of a giant man-wolf hybrid.

No sooner did they arrive did the guards begin to pour out of Miotvior, armed and angry at the destruction of their home. Narfi's attacks had served their purpose. "There! Charge!" one of the guards roared, pointing his pike towards Fenrir and Hiccup.

Ten guards rushed at them, and ten fell dead as Fenrir cut them down without mercy, his claws as deadly as any blade. A small group of guards attacked Hiccup, who easily incapacitated them with fell placed kicks and punches, allowing Hel to work her magic. Where the guards lay unconscious, they slowly rose, sluggish and jerky in their movements as Hel's threads controlled their bodies.

Just as Hel finished, two more groups of guards arrived, this time from opposite directions. Fenrir charged one group, easily slaughtering them, while Hiccup and Hel's puppets dealt with the rest. Hiccup held them down as Hel converted them, too, to her army of minions. Explosions echoed in the distance as Narfi continued his path of destruction.

More and more guards poured out of the grand tree until they were a veritable army, and Hiccup could no longer afford to incapacitate them. With great reluctance, he drew his sword. Allr'bani writhed in anticipation, knowing it would soon be able to feast on as much magic as it wanted.

Hiccup hesitated. The look of betrayal on Astrid's face was the only thing he had been able to think about the entire time they had been fighting on Alfheim. He winced as an arrow soared past him, cutting his cheek. A small trail of blood ran down Hiccup's face. Hel raged that an elf had drawn Hiccup's blood. With a flick of her fingers, she sent her army of minions into the fray, where they slaughtered the archer who fired the arrow brutally.

Hiccup made his choice. He bottled up all the feelings he felt, caged them, and pushed them far away. He couldn't afford to hesitate now. He was on the battlefield. Any hesitation will get you killed. He couldn't afford to die now, not when he finally had Astrid, and not when his and Toothless plan was so close to fruition.

He would deal with his feelings later, when the battle was over, when he could safely wallow in his heartbreak. Preferably with a strong drink, enough to make him forget all his troubles, just for a time. When Hiccup opened his eyes, they were cold and hard. Each swing of his sword caused an elf to fall and never rise as their bodies were consumed by emerald fire and their energies swallowed by Allr'bani.

And so they made their way deeper into the grand tree, Miotvior, cutting a bloody swathe through all that stood in their way.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Narfi continued to unleash barrage after barrage of his explosive bone arrows, aiming more for homes than people. Loki's instructions had been very clear on that part. <em>"Subjugation, not elimination,"<em> his father's words echoed in his mind. After all, what fun was there being a king with no one to lick your royal boots?

Narfi cackled gleefully as he sent another barrage towards a tree that had, somehow, remained standing an undamaged from his previous attacks. The explosive bone arrows roared as they cut through the air and… impacted a full hundred feet from the tree, destroyed by a large barrier that glowed an angry blood-red. Narfi lowered his arms and walked over to the barrier, curious. He attempted to find weaknesses in the magic, but instead found them flawless.

"Hel?" Narfi called, seemingly speaking to the air. "What is this magic?" he asked his sister.

Hel's response came, speaking through one of her threads. "Blood wards, powerful ones at that. They… oh, they were made by Vrangr! How interesting, this must be the house he stayed at while he was on his mission," Hel explained, quickly examining the wards Hiccup had placed.

"Oh?" Narfi said, curious. "Let's see how our brother lived these past few decades, then," he stated, before walking forward, confident the wards would let him through. They didn't. By sheer dumb luck, Narfi used his right hand to "part" the wards and walk through. Therefore, when the wards flared to life, they only took his arm, and not his life.

The wards glowed even more red as they made Narfi suffer their wrath. The flesh of Narfi's hand began to wither and die, turning black as it rotted from the bones, leaving his skeleton exposed. Narfi's eyes widened in fear as the magic continued up his arms, eating away, as his skeleton began to turn to dust.

Hel acted first, using one of her countless threads to wrap around Narfi's upper arm and cut it off. Narfi leaped back, hissing in pain, clutching his stump, and watched as his severed arm turned to nothingness, as if it was never even there in the first place. "Are you alright?" she asked, worried, as she watched Narfi's stump stop bleeding, swell, and begin to grow as he grew back his missing limb with remarkable speed.

In half a minute, Narfi had grown a new arm. "Yeah, fine," he said, wincing. "I guess that means only Vrangr could get in. I pity the fool who tries to break in here later, and you know they will try."

"Try what, intruder?" a voice called from behind. Two men emerged into the clearing, a young man wearing a crimson tabard and an elderly man with his hands in his pockets.

Narfi looked between the two and could tell that they were different from the rank and file interlopers that he had dealt with. These two had real power. The older of the two stepped forward as he spoke again. "I am afraid I must ask you to surrender," the old man said, "but I know that you will not."

Narfi smirked. "You know me well, elf," he called out, turning from the barrier to face his challengers.

The old man seemed to sadden. "I know your 'father' quite well, or knew, more precisely. I am Agvior, and I will see you brought to justice for the atrocities you have committed against my home," Agvior announced. He and his dragon had been the first to arrive once through the World Gate. He immediately set off to subdue whoever had been creating such destruction while his comrades went to the grand tree, where a trail of bodies showed the path of the other intruders.

"And who are you?" Narfi asked, turning to the unnamed knight of the Order.

"Fill," the man said humbly, before drawing his sword, not one to play a game of words with a barbarian like Narfi.

The three men exchanged cold glances before they began their duel.

Fill leapt into battle, charging Narfi and swinging his sword with righteous fury burning in his veins over the destruction of his home. Behind him, Agvior began to weave spells to both attack Narfi and defend Fill.

Narfi immediately knew that the old man was the more dangerous of the pair. Narfi focussed on his arms, willing them to change form. His flesh crawled and his bones cracked as they broke and twisted into the form of two long blades that extended for four feet after his elbow. Narfi raised his arm to block Fill's sword, their two blades colliding in a shower of sparks from the strength of their blows.

Agvior spoke to the very spirits of nature, urging them to come to his aid and heed his commands. The grass at Narfi's feet erupted in a burst of energy and life, raising up and coiling around his legs and arms, attempting to restrain him. Narfi sneered and kicked with all his might, sending him skyward. With a casual swing of one of his arms, he cut the grass, although he was surprised to find the plants resistant damage. He would have to be careful, in case the old man used stronger plants.

Agvior reached into one of the large pouches and withdrew a small seed. With a flick of his fingers, he shot the seed towards the ground where he thought Narfi would land. Narfi didn't see the movement, insignificant as he thought it was. When he landed with a thud, Agvior poured his magic into the seed, causing it to spring to life. A large, sickly-yellow plant came into being. It was a strange plant, a bush, that consisted of a large, bulbous yellow flower that had yet to bloom and hundreds of thick vines coming from its base.

As Narfi landed, the yellow flower opened to reveal a maw of thousands of sharp teeth. With a scowl of annoyance, Narfi changed his body again, creating a tail of bone and thick muscle erupt from his lower back. The tail shot up and grabbed a nearby branch before Narfi used his tail to throw him to safety, far away from the obviously carnivorous plant.

Narfi landed gracefully, his new tail twitching back and forth in anticipation of battle. He narrowed his eyes at his two opponents before beginning to change his tail— causing a large piece of bone to protrude from the end, where he sharpened it to a fine point.

Narfi braced himself and held his tail in front of him, brandishing it like a sword. Agvior and Fill looked on, wary, at his actions. A moment later, Fill hissed in pain and surprise as Hel sent her threads out to capture him. While she couldn't control someone as powerful as a rider without them being unconscious, she could bodily manipulate them if it came down to it.

Hel caused Fill to fly towards Narfi, and his tail, at great speeds, seeking to impale the rider. Fill flailed in an attempt to free himself from Hel's magic to no avail, her grip on him was too strong.

"Fill!" Agvior cried out, reaching into one of his pouches and withdrawing another seed and deftly throwing it at Fill's back. The seed sprouted into a large plant with many vines which quickly attached themselves to the ground where they dug in and held him fast against Hel's pull.

Hel tugged and tugged on Fill's body, but could not move him forward. Sweat ran down Fill's spine as he realized how close he was to being impaled on Narfi's tail, which was only several feet away from him. With a quick leap, which the vines allowed, Fill hastily retreated before Narfi could attack him.

Narfi scowled. His opponents would not be so easily defeated.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Odin entered the royal vaults with a blinding flash of light. All around him there was only chaos. Flames raged and burned everything in its path, the dead bodies of guards littered the floor, which was so slick with gore that Odin was forced to use magic to remain standing. A dark smile graced Odin's face when he noted that for every guard slain, two fire giants fell to claim him.<p>

The king of Asgard's expression turned grim as he stalked through the halls deeper into the vaults, the sound of Gungnir striking the floor echoing down the hall. The bodies became less and less as it became clear that the fire giants had overwhelmed the guards until there was none left to stand in their way.

Odin suddenly ducked just before a large, crude sword passed through the space where his skull would have been. Three fire giants leapt out of the shadows, brandishing their weapons and attempting to kill the king of Asgard. Odin twirled Gungnir, easily killing the three who thought they could kill him.

He continued to walk through the halls, occasionally being ambushed by groups of fire giants who thought they could earn their honor in battle against the ancient king. None managed to even scratch him. Odin's eyes narrowed as he stepped into the first of many hundreds of antechambers that were the royal vaults, a large expansive of subterranean coffers that housed some of the most powerful, dangerous, and mysterious objects known to mortals. Some items were very clear in their use, weapons, armors, items of convenience. Others, unknown, indescribable, impossible to comprehend.

Whatever Loki wanted here, Odin vowed to not let him have it. A veritable army of fire giants awaited Odin as they ransacked the vaults, hauling large chests of treasure out of their places. They all stopped, turned, and looked at who would dare interrupt them. It was the last thing any of them saw. Odin tapped the butt of Gungnir on the floor, eliciting a hollow echo before lightning erupted from the point of the spear and chained to every fire giant in the room, charring and blackening their corpses.

Odin walked confidently to the center of the antechamber and gestured with his hand. A pillar of stone slowly rose to meet him. Odin lifted Gungnir and placed it into the pillar like a key. From the top of the pillar the image of a map was projected into the air. Odin studied the map, which detailed every vault. An army of angry red dots were moving all around which signified the fire giants. Odin's brows narrowed as he focussed on deciphering the movements of the fire giants. Loki was not one to ransack the vaults meaninglessly, he was after something. Something specific, something important.

The fire giants swarming the vaults with gold and gems were obviously a distraction. Some of the other vaults contained no weapons of war or sorcery, nor did they contain any items of which Odin did not know their purpose. He focussed on the lower levels, where the more dangerous items were kept. Weapons of great power, impenetrable shields and armors, beasts of war. Yes, something there could interest Loki. But… it was nothing he could not find, or make, elsewhere. No, he needed something that he could only get his hands on in the vaults.

Something out of the corner of Odin's eye caught his attention. The vaults were swarming with fire giants, all except one spot. It was hardly noticeable, but there, just barely, there were only a few. A few brave souls who ventured into the deepest depths of the vaults where the magic was ancient and primordial that worked in ways beyond mortal understanding. Just a few… the highly trained, elite, few.

Odin withdrew Gungnir, but not before activating the vault's defense system. Runes flowed down the pillar of stone and into the walls, where large metal golems came to life. Walls and doors raised, sealing fire giants in the chambers. Once sealed, fire began to spread from the runes, designed both to incinerate the intruders and burn away the air. Those that survived the flames, like the fire giants would, would soon suffocate.

However, Odin did not activate the defenses on the lowest floor where the fire giants were truly trying to break in. Them, he would deal with personally. Another tap of Gungnir and Odin disappeared in a blinding flash of light, only to appear in a hidden alcove on the lowest floor. As he approached, his eyes widened in genuine surprise.

Odin knew this vault, for it had been a curiosity of his ever since his father passed the throne to him. In fact, it was a curiosity of every king of Asgard as far back as Odin's great grandfather, if the Allfather family journals were anything to go by. The vault contained no weapons, no armor, no artifacts of great magic, no machines or beasts of war. The only thing it contained was a single shelf, upon which, sat several tens of strange devices with no purpose.

Odin's brows narrowed as he approached the door, which was cracked ever so slightly to allow entrance. Somehow, someway, the thieves had managed to get into the vault. The ancient king simply stood and waited, knowing that in order to leave, they must come to him. And come, they did. A small team composed of fire giants, dark elves, and frost giants soon exited the vault with expressions of victory and success. In their hands was one of the strange devices that Odin knew occupied the vault.

Their faces turned to shock, then to horror, as they met the gaze of the angry king. A simple tap of Gungnir and another pulse of arcing lightning surged from the tip of his spear and obliterated the thieves. They dropped to the ground, dead, their bodies steaming.

Odin calmly walked over to the thief that held the object and beheld it for a moment. It was a small cube, barely the size of his fist, made of a metal that was of the purest black. So black, that it seemed to merely be made of the very essence of darkness itself. Light seemed to fade in the presence of the cube, as if sucked in by some invisible force. Adorning the cube was an intricate puzzle of gears, springs, sliding parts, and runes. The runes were of particular interest. Odin was a scholar of magic, both ancient and lost. He had thousands of years to pursue his studies, and yet, he could not read the runes on the cube. They were written in a lost language, so ancient that it could have been written by the gods themselves.

Odin pocketed the cube and retreated back up the upper levels. He did not know how the thieves had entered the vaults, but he knew they were no longer safe. If Loki wanted the cube, he would have to take it from his cold, dead hands.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup and Fenrir cut a bloody swathe through the grand tree, working their way higher and higher towards the throne room. Bodies lined the halls, either cut to ribbons by Fenrir or incapacitated by Hiccup. Those that fell to Hiccup soon rose again as servants of Hel, who either left to join the fighting or stood to stand guard. So far, they had encountered no heavy resistance, although both Hiccup and Fenrir were informed that Narfi was currently fighting both Agvior and another rider, courtesy of Hel. Vali was currently scouting out other enemies and looking for the queen while in his animal form.<p>

It was too good to be true that Alfheim would fall so easily to them. And so it was. As Hiccup and Fenrir entered the next room, Hiccup's heart skipped a few beats as waves of fresh pain assaulted him. Standing in his way was Astrid, and with her, a host of guards and warriors, including another elven rider.

Hiccup crushed his pain and doubt mercilessly, shoving it into the cage with the rest of his unpleasant emotions. He would deal with them later, after they had accomplished their mission. Despite that, he still felt as if someone had stabbed him in the heart with a dagger and twisted it.

Hiccup raised his eyes from the floor, where they had been since he averted his gaze to avoid looking at Astrid, and stared his love in the face. There was fire and determination in her eyes, one that he hadn't seen since they were children and she was determined to be the best in dragon training. She brandished the axe he had made for her, signalling to the guards to be ready for combat. Despite that, Astrid had eyes for only one person. Him. Hiccup supposed that he had a heavy beating coming his way should Astrid ever get ahold of him again.

Next to him, Fenrir growled in displeasure. More and more guards filtered into the room by the second, and soon, a small army blocked their passage. "Go on, pup. I'll hold them here. Complete the mission," Fenrir barked.

Hiccup looked around the room, taking note of the enemy's numbers, before turning to Fenrir. "Do not hurt her, brother. I love her, and I will destroy anyone who harms her. Even you," Hiccup threatened darkly, with every intention of wreaking his vengeance should Astrid come to harm.

"No worries, pup," Fenrir said warmly as he ruffled Hiccup's hair. Hiccup brandished his sword, Elding, as he prepared to make a mad dash to the opposite side of the room. A bestial howl next to him was the signal, as Fenrir began to take on more of his lupine characteristics. He grew taller, standing no less than fifteen feet, and even more muscular, if such a thing were possible. A thick coat of charcoal black fur began to cover his skin on his arms, legs, and chest. His eyes seemed to became even more feral as they shined yellow in the light of the room.

Hiccup couldn't help the wry grin that found its way onto his face at the looks of primal fear in the eyes of the defenders. Fenrir hadn't even completed his transformation and they were practically soiling themselves. Then again, perhaps most sane people would. Fenrir roared, a noise half between man and beast, and charged.

The defenders cried out in terror as they held their weapons in front of them in a desperate attempt to keep the beast that Fenrir was slowly becoming from them. Swords and spears harmlessly stabbed and slashed at Fenrir's natural armor, doing no real harm. A simple swipe of his claws cut through sword, armor, flesh, and bone alike. Hiccup followed closely behind, cutting down all those that somehow survived Fenrir's charge. He would have preferred to add them to Hel's collection, but given that Fenrir would be fighting alone to give him time with the queen, he couldn't afford to leave any alive.

"Hiccup!" Astrid roared in anger and fear, not of Fenrir, but of losing her love, as she charged the two of them. Fenrir darted to Hiccup's defense, raising his forearm to catch Astrid's axe. The axe easily cut through Fenrir's fur and several inches of flesh, but stopped upon reaching layer upon layer of iron muscle.

"Go!" Fenrir growled as he pushed Astrid away as gently as possible in his current form. Hiccup surged forward, cutting down the few guards that still stood between him and the door to the throne room. Hiccup opened the door just enough to slip in, before slamming it shut and sealing it with a quick spell that would hold until he was done. At least, Hiccup hoped. It was also improbable for anyone to break the spell while Fenrir was fighting them.

Orders were being barked and men and women ran back and forth in the throne room as Zophiel and her advisors and attendants organized the war effort to repel both the children of Loki and the dark elves that were currently attacking cities across Alfheim. However, as Hiccup entered the room, they all quieted until only an eerie, bone chilling silence remained. It was the calm before the storm, and everyone knew it was coming.

Hiccup locked eyes with Zophiel, who looked down upon him from her throne with a sneer full of contempt. "I should have known," Zophiel spat as she continued to glare at Hiccup.

Neither said anything for a long time, although many chose to leave the throne room in the wake of Hiccup's arrival. Even now, word was spreading that Vrangr of the Order had joined the ranks of Loki. Over the course of several hours, he had become one of the most wanted men in all the realms. Finally, Zophiel spoke up again. "Why?" was all she asked, simply, a hint of regret in her voice.

Hiccup's features hardened. "For the same reasons you have," Hiccup answered in return.

Zophiel scoffed. "I doubt that. I fight for my people, my family, my home. Loki and his ilk are the very antithesis of my reason to fight," she answered with steel in her voice.

Hiccup shook his head. He didn't expect reason to work now, or ever. "I think you will find that I fight for the exact same reasons. _My_ people— the Jotnar, the dark elves, humans;_ my_ family— Loki, Hel, Fenrir, Narfi, Vali; _my_ home— well, wouldn't you like to know," he answered in reply.

Zophiel scowled. "You had those things and more! You had the elves and your comrades in the Order, you had us— even Auriel— and you had Alfheim! You had everything you could have ever wanted and still you betrayed us!" the queen yelled, a genuine anger in her voice.

"False friends, a false family, and a false home. I was, and always will be, an outsider. Among the elves, among the Order, even among my own people, always an outsider. The only people who truly accepted me were 'Loki and his ilk'," Hiccup said, imitating Zophiel's voice for the last part.

Zophiel glared at Hiccup, and for a time, neither said anything. "I have seen many things in my long life, Hiccup, and now I have seen one more. I have seen heroes fall from blinding heights. I tell you here and now that whatever afterlife you go to when you die, there is a special place reserved for the most vile of betrayers like you. Whether I die here, or you do, that will not change," Zophiel lectured before withdrawing a long, elegant curved sword from her waist.

Hiccup couldn't help the smile that touched his lips at the irony of her words. "You assume that I will die," he said, before sheathing Elding, an action which confused Zophiel. Perhaps he had a change of heart after all?

"All men must die, Hiccup. It is the natural order of things. Without death, there can be no life, for what meaning is there if it is eternal?" Zophiel posed as she eyed Hiccup warily.

Hiccup chuckled as he dropped Elding on the floor, sheathe and all. "Not all men," he said as he drew Allr'bani and reached for his connection to the Veil.

The dark energies of the Veil surged outward, eager to be free from their prison in the world between worlds, filling Hiccup's being to the brim with power. An inky black smoke, made from the very essence of darkness itself, rose off his body like steam, coating him in a dark smog. The air became frigid as a bone chilling cold crept into the throne room. Torches wavered in an invisible wind that threatened to extinguish the light. Hiccup's very essence seemed to fade out of existence, only to reappear in the next moment, like a candle in the wind. The stark contrast gave Hiccup's green eyes an ethereal glow, as if there was a small light behind them.

Zophiel could almost see _through _Hiccup, and on the other side, she saw a primordial world of darkness and illusion; formless, chaotic, and indistinct, without shape or size. Entire realms seemed to come into being, age, die, and then be reborn again from the shadows. Creatures of the most vile imagining stared back at her from the other side, creatures that were born from the very depths of madness and nightmare, the denizens of the world between worlds.

Despite all that she had seen in her long life, Zophiel could not contain the shiver of primordial fear that crawled up her spine. Hiccup's power was entirely unnatural, a lost magic from a forgotten age when gods, not men, walked the realms of creation.

Those that had not fled already chose to do so now. Zophiel sprung into action, calling upon the spirits of the wind to aid her. She darted forward, as fast as the wind itself, and slashed at Hiccup with her curved sword. Her strike cut across his chest, causing a spray of black smoke to be released from the wound. As fast as she came, Zophiel retreated to view the damage. A quick flick of her sword sent droplets of a strange dark liquid to fall to the ground.

Zophiel's brows narrowed as she saw that not only was Hiccup entirely unharmed, he had made no move to defend against her attack or launch one of his own. It was as if he thought her beneath him, so utterly outclassed that she wasn't worth the effort. And yet, her mind raced as she tried to figure out the nature of whatever dark magic that Hiccup now wielded, no doubt taught to him by Loki himself. All she knew was that it made him immune to physical attacks, which was troubling to say the least.

"Let's see how you deal with this!" Zophiel exclaimed as she once again called upon the spirits of the wind. She compressed a great deal of air into a single blade and hurled it at Hiccup at great speeds. The blade passed through him harmlessly and cut into the wall of the throne room before disappearing. Again, Hiccup made no move to dodge or block. He simply willed his existence to exist more in the Veil than in the material world, and there was nothing that could touch him.

"_Immunity to both physical and magical attacks…?" _Zophiel thought, cursing in her mind. Such an opponent would not be easy to defeat. Still, there had to be a limit to his powers, some weakness that she could exploit. Magic made you powerful, but it did not make you all powerful. There was always a limit, always a weakness, always a drawback. She just had to find Hiccup's before he killed her.

Hiccup raised his right arm which Allr'bani had attached itself to and charged forward. His body was as light as a feather when he was imbued with the power of the Veil, and he was deceptively quick. He was upon Zophiel in an instant, swinging his sword in a wide arc in an attempt to cut the queen in two.

Zophiel decided to test one her theories, albeit with much risk to herself. She let Hiccup attack her, using agility and thousands of years of experience to avoid his blade. Instead, she swung with her own sword, trying to cut him in return. If her theory was correct, he had to make himself physical in order to attack, in which case, he should be vulnerable to counterattack.

Hiccup's sword passed through the space where Zophiel's ribs would have been, missing her by a hair's breadth. Zophiel's own sword cut deep into Hiccup's abdomen where it simply passed through him without harm. Hiccup ignored her attacks and continued to swing his sword, sending wide slashes and accurate stabs towards Zophiel at such speeds that it appeared inhuman.

Still, the queen had thousands of years of experience on Hiccup. She parried, dodged, or blocked every attack. And yet, her injuries began to mount. A small cut there, a bruise here, while Hiccup remained entirely undamaged from their encounter.

Zophiel watched Hiccup's every move, trying to pick apart the inner workings of Hiccup's magic. For all her observation she had yet to find a weakness in his power. He was immune to every kind of attack, be it physical, magical, or even mental. His mind felt distant and alien, shrouded by some presence. Trying to attack his mind was like trying to catch smoke with your hands, an impossible task.

The only thing that Zophiel did count in her advantage was that Hiccup had yet to use magic, any at all. She was not sure if he was incapable of using it at the moment, or simply choosing not to. She felt as if it was the former, though she did not know why. It simply felt… accurate. A swipe of Hiccup's sword caught Zophiel on the bridge of her nose, slicing through the bone and sending rivulets of blood to flow down her face.

Zophiel chided herself for not paying more attention to the battle at hand. She scowled and focussed, summoning her magic and sending a barrage of arrows made of air towards Hiccup at great velocity. The arrows passed harmlessly through Hiccup and dotted the wall behind him. Zophiel scowled again before raising her sword to block Hiccup's own. She was surprised when Hiccup quite literally vanished into thin air, like a shadow dissipating when light was shined upon it.

He reappeared an instant later, directly behind the queen, thrusting his sword towards her. The only thing that saved Zophiel from being stabbed was her experience. An almost supernatural sixth sense told her to turn and parry, and she didn't question her instinct. She did so without hesitation. Allr'bani met her sword in a shower of sparks that glowed emerald. Hiccup's sword seemed to lament not being able to feast upon the queen's magic.

Zophiel's eyes widened as she realized how narrowly she had just avoided being impaled. She recoiled from the encounter, but not fast enough, as Hiccup made the first real strike of their duel. His sword indisposed, he simply raised his free arm and backhanded the queen with as much strength as he could muster. With the power that his connection to the Veil bestowed upon him, it was like being hit by a raging dragon.

The queen grunted in pain as she was sent bodily skidding across the floor of the throne room until she crashed into the wall at the far side of the room. Zophiel hissed in pain as she got to her feet as quickly as she could. She hadn't broken anything, but she would have a nasty bruise for the foreseeable future.

The crack of magic alerted her that Hiccup had chosen to continue their duel. She raised her head and looked to the center of the throne room where he currently stood, magic gathering in his outstretched hands, directed towards her. Yet, she couldn't pay attention to that. What she was focussed on was one thing. Whatever dark magic Hiccup had been using, he had dispelled it. A moment after her observation, a bolt of magic shot towards her. After it left Hiccup's hands, he renewed his connection to the Veil, once more becoming intangible.

Zophiel's eyes narrowed. She summoned a great sphere of wind under her feet which propelled her out of the way of Hiccup's magic and any aftereffects it would have. She had made a discovery, progress. Her earlier suspicions had proven true. Whilst using whatever dark magic he used to become intangible, he was incapable of using magic. Why? She didn't know, but it gave her a small edge. It was one piece of the puzzle.

So, her strategy was thus: force him to use magic, strike when he dispelled his intangibility spell. The window of opportunity for such an attack would be exceedingly small, nearly impossible for two veteran combatants such as themselves. But, it was all she had to work with. The trick was to give him an opportunity to attack with magic, since nothing she could do would harm him.

Zophel stood and began to run around the room, sticking to the walls, trying to put as much distance between her and Hiccup as possible. All the while she rained down spell after spell, each one more devastating and powerful than the last. She was quickly burning through her admittedly large repertoire of spells, none of which affected Hiccup in the slightest.

Hiccup, for the most part, was content to stand still and allow the spells to harmlessly pass through him as he continued to watch the queen attempt to harm him. He existed solely within the Veil now, and the creatures that inhabited it would not harm him, only his shadow remained in the material world. He had plenty of time to figure out what Zophiel was up to.

"_Come on…"_ Zophiel cursed under her breath as she continued to attempt to lure Hiccup into attacking her. She already had the spell that would end his life on the tip of her tongue, all she needed was the opportunity.

Hiccup knew the queen was up to something, and he was not one to blindly walk into a trap. He steeled himself and began to channel the energies of the Veil once more, commanding them to do his bidding. The chill in the room grew, and torches flickered out of existence. The shadows in the room grew long and sinister, as if given lives of their own. With a thought, they jumped to life, as tendrils of darkness sprouted from the ground and darted towards Zophiel.

Zophiel's brows narrowed as she began to dodge the shadows with as much speed as she could. Each one sunk into the wall behind her, deep. She had no doubt that if even one touched her, she would be dead. The tendrils of shadow were fast, but she was faster still. All the while, Hiccup's eyes followed her form, silently directing the attack.

After three minutes, Hiccup scowled. It became clear that his attack was not going to work, and he was expanding his already wavering reserves of energy while the queen barely spent any. The shadows stilled and died, returning to their previous dull existence. Zophiel stopped dodging and simply glared at Hiccup. "Is that it?" she sneered, as if disappointed a son of Loki could only give her that much trouble.

Hiccup tightened his grip on Allr'bani. How dare she. There was enough distance between them, and he didn't think she was powerful enough to kill him before he could reconnect to the Veil. It would also save him precious energy, which he began to feel taking its toll.

So, he dispelled his connection to the Veil, ten spells on his lips as he prepared to cast a barrage of spells that would, hopefully, end the queen's life.

Zophiel spat the spell that she had been holding, and the effect was immediate. Instead of calling the spirits of the wind to aid her, she had them abandon her. The air in the room was immediately expelled, leaving nothing but the void to occupy the throne room, save for a small bubble that surrounded herself.

Hiccup's vision immediately blurred and began to turn dark. His body felt bloated and numb. He felt paralyzed and his mind became cloudy and unfocused as a pain unlike any other wracked his body. Every spell he had been about to cast faded from his mind as he desperately reached back to the Veil, trying to will his presence to disappear from the material world. The world went dark, and then Hiccup knew nothing.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Narfi stood over the mangled body of Fill. Twenty feet in front of him, the old elf, Agvior, clutched his forearm where a deep gash had left his limb useless and bleeding heavily. He drew deep, ragged breaths. His skin was pale, and his magic was exhausted. They had lost. Around them, a circle of dark elves began to appear as they captured more and more of the realm.<p>

It became clear to Agvior that he had lost. They had lost. For all their strength, all their wisdom, Loki had beaten them. A deafening roar of pain and anger was heard from above, startling the dark elves. Narfi looked up just in time to see a large, raging dragon descend upon him. Agvior recognized the dragon immediately as Fill's, and his heart ached at the thought of being separated from his own dragon. He knew, instinctively, that Fill's dragon wished to join its rider in death. And, if he could take his killer with him, that would be all the sweeter.

Agvior called to his own dragon, recognizing the opportunity that he had been provided. A large, golden Nightmare swept into the clearing where he had been fighting Narfi and plucked its rider into the air with its claws. Agvior managed to work his way into the saddle, where he reached into one of his pouches and placed a seed in his wounded forearm. The plant sprouted to life, sealing the wound in hundreds of small vines.

Agvior winced in pain. It would have to do until he could properly treat his wounds. The old elf looked up into the sky and beheld an army of skyships, as numerous as the clouds, manned with dark elves. The army was thickest towards the south, where the World Gate was. Escape from the realm was impossible now. He could only hide and hope that an opportunity presented itself to escape. Luckily, he had explored every crevice, every cavern, every ravine, every tree, every rock, and every river on Alfheim. He could disappear, for decades if need be. And when he returned, he would free his home from its conquerors.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid wiped the sweat from her brow as she struggled to hold her axe off the ground. Around her lay the bodies of nearly one hundred elves which had fallen to Fenrir. The wolf in question had spent the previous ten minutes playing with her, easily beating her in strength and speed. His fur was like steel, and his thick layers of muscle stopped anything that got past his natural armor.<p>

"You should just give up, sister. No one, not even Vrangr, has beaten me in a fight," Fenrir said lightheartedly.

"_Sister?_" Astrid scoffed, mildly annoyed.

"Aye, sister. You're the mate of Vrangr, that makes you part of the pack," Fenrir explained, as if it was obvious.

Astrid scowled but begrudgingly accepted that, perhaps, Fenrir meant her no harm. Aside from a few nasty scrapes and bruises, he had not hurt her, in accordance to Hiccup's wishes. However, it seemed as if he didn't even need to be told not to harm her. He genuinely saw her as part of their twisted family, the pack, as it were.

"Well, _brother,_" Astrid sneered, "you're going to lose your first fight, today, against me." The moment she finished speaking, Astrid reached deep within herself, tapping into reserves of magic she didn't know she had. Her enhancement magic flared to life, giving her a sapphire aura. She hefted her axe and charged at speeds that made her appear a simple blur.

Astrid watched as Fenrir eyed her appreciatively before he stiffened and his eyes widened in genuine horror. "Pup!" he roared, his voice so loud Astrid was momentarily stunned.

Fenrir bolted forward with a bestial speed, easily slipping past Astrid and getting to the door of the throne room, before smashing it open.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup awoke, floating in an endless sea of darkness. The only thing that gave him any sense of depth was the countless creatures floating around him, looking down at him inquisitively. He wondered what he was doing aimlessly floating around in the Veil, a dangerous prospect even for one such as himself. If he wasn't careful, he could end up in some unknown dimension, unable to get home.<p>

Memories began to flood back. The Grand Magic Games. Ragnarok. Alfheim. The mission. The queen. Hiccup's brows narrowed in anger as he realized he had been tricked. His anger sent a wave of icy energy coursing through the Veil, causing the denizens of the realm to cry out in excitement. Several wyrms, the lowest beings in the world between worlds, circled Hiccup, offering him their lives in service to his rage. It would take a lot of magic, probably all he had, but he had no doubt they would serve him well.

Hiccup reappeared in the throne room with a vengeance, his magic raging about him. Zophiel, who had thought herself victorious, gasped at the sheer volume of power Hiccup was displaying. The hatred in his eyes is what struck a chord in her. Why? Why did he hate them so? The elves had welcomed him into their home with open arms, and still, he felt isolated. Her own daughter was in love with him, a human, and still was, despite him being claimed by another. _Why?_

Hiccup used every last drop of his magic to draw forth more and more of the dark energies from the Veil until he felt as if he was about to burst. With a sudden growl, he cast the magic that would summon the wyrms to his side.

Two long, sinuous bodies made of darkness erupted into existence before coalescing into tangible creatures. They were no more than two feet in length, with scales made of the purest black. They possessed beady green eyes which betrayed their malevolent nature. They swam through the air, or more precisely, the very magic of the air itself. Their most striking appearance, however, was their maws.

Their heads split into three separate appendages, allowing them to swallow beings much larger than themselves. Lining each appendage was hundreds of razor sharp ivory teeth, and at the very base of their throat, a mouth convulsed with the desire to devour.

The two wyrms opened their maws and screeched a savage war cry before charging Zophiel. The queen could only look on, in horror, at the two monstrosities charging her. She held up both of her arms to cover her face in a feeble attempt to defend herself, her sword forgotten in its sheathe. One wyrm latched onto her forearm, easily flaying it to the bone within seconds. The second latched onto her thigh, repeating the process.

Zophiel cried out in pain. The saliva from the wyrms caused her nerves to feel like they were being scorched, and their feasting didn't lessen the pain any. With herculean effort, Zophiel summoned up her magic once more, and exposed herself to the rigors of the void that she had placed Hiccup under only a few minutes ago. She held it for only moments, but it was enough.

The wyrms disintegrated, their lives at an end without the energies of the Veil to sustain them. They cried, not in pain or fear, but in displeasure of having their last meal cut short. Zophiel released her magic and collapsed to the ground, bleeding heavily and gasping for breath both from the pain and her own magic. Her vision was still slightly blurry, yet she managed to raise her head and look at Hiccup.

The moment she did, Hiccup's connection to the Veil shattered, leaving him physical once more. She could feel that he had expanded every drop of energy he had to summon those creatures to do his bidding. She knew he had nothing left.

Despite the overwhelming desire to curl up and sleep, preferably cuddling with Astrid— Hiccup crushed that thought immediately, bottling it up— Hiccup brandished his sword. Allr'bani seemed to writhe in excitement as if it knew what was to come. He walked forward at a slow pace, drawing ever closer to the queen. He knew she had nothing left.

The two warriors seemed to glare at each other. Each knowing that this was the conclusion to their duel. Zophiel stood, better to die on her feet than on her knees. "I…" she started to say, as Hiccup drew closer and closer.

"I… I cannot be the only one to lose here," she stated. It wasn't a threat, it was simply a fact. She raised her good arm, the one that had not been gnawed on by the wyrm. "I brought you into this life," she said, her voice quivering, "and I will take you out of it."

Hiccup was upon her. He stabbed Allr'bani deep into her gut, allowing his sword to do its work. Another life to power his blade. Another step closer to his ultimate goal. Despite that, Hiccup couldn't bring himself to smile. Deep down, although he would never admit to himself, he wished there was a way to the elves to join them. Alas, he knew it would never be so. The elves and the dark elves had been at war since the dawn of creation, polar opposites. For the dark elves to thrive, the light elves must perish.

Zophiel smirked manically. She extended her good arm and placed the palm of her hand on Hiccup's chest. "I take from you…" she whispered, "the life I bestowed upon you."

And with that, her palm flared to life with a magic that only the gods knew. The magic that was the very essence of the elves, and she stole that essence from Hiccup. The life she had given him in exchange for saving her daughter, taken back. The life she had offered him on Alfheim, taken back. The love she had shown him on account of her daughter's sake, taken back.

Hiccup stumbled backwards as a pain unlike any other he had ever experienced wracked him. It was truly indescribable. It felt like every single fiber of his being was being torn asunder, crushed, and then incinerated. Hiccup felt a strange sticky, warm liquid coat his body. He looked down. His tunic and pants were dyed a deep crimson color. He looked at his arm. The scar from Thor's lightning was bleeding profusely.

Hiccup felt lightheaded. He trembled. With shaky hands, he reached up to his skull to confirm the theory that somehow persisted at some primal level of his mind, even as it was in the process of shutting down. He traced the contour of his ears and felt them grow short and rounded once more. He felt, more than saw, his elven grace and power wane. He suddenly felt cold. And tired. So very, very, tired. It was an exhaustion that was so overwhelming he felt it in his very soul.

His soul. Astrid. He had failed her. No doubt his death would cause her immense pain, even more pain than he was currently in. She would die, both to escape the pain and to rejoin him in death. They were together, forever, after all.

Hiccup fell to the ground as his blood began to pool. A cry of pain echoed throughout the throne room. Zophiel, despite her "victory," felt no happiness. She had killed the man she had hoped to call a son one day, if fate smiled kindly upon her daughter. Now, she had killed that man, and he in turn… had killed her.

Allr'bani, despite missing its master, spat forth a great pillar of ghastly emerald fire which consumed the elven queen, leaving not even ashes in its wake. The queen's magic, and the energy of her very life itself, was absorbed into the sword. Allr'bani fell to the ground, clanging loudly.

"Pup!" a voice roared, before the doors to the throne room were smashed to pieces be a very large, very angry, very scared wolf. Fenrir stormed into the throne room, his eyes immediately settling on the dying form of Hiccup. He was on his knees next to him in a moment, so fast, that if you had blinked you would have missed him move. Fenrir let the tears come as he carefully scooped his brother into his arms, examining his wounds.

Astrid chose that moment to enter the room. She was immediately hit with an overwhelming sense of deja vu. She had seen this… somewhere. She examined the scene with a cold, disconnected efficiency. She noticed Hiccup. Bleeding, dying, with human ears. She noticed the man, Fenrir, now fully human once more. His bestial yellow eyes bleeding tears. Astrid recognized this scene. It was her first vision as a Seer.

Then the pain came. Astrid stiffened and her axe fell the ground, clanging loudly. Pain unlike any other assaulted her senses. Pain so great she could feel, hear, see, taste, and smell it. Then came the fear. She could feel her bond with Hiccup stretching, tearing, breaking. He was dying. The last thing she saw was Fenrir leaping over her body, carrying Hiccup. Then, she knew only darkness.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Fenrir burst into the healing chambers, literally kicking the doors down. The guards lay dead outside for daring to impede him. Following close behind him was Narfi and Hel. Inside, Loki labored over an elaborate, large runic drawing that covered the entire floor of the room.<p>

"Place him there, quick!" Loki commanded, pointing to the center of the circle even as he completed the last of the runes.

Hiccup was pale, deathly pale. And cold, icy cold. He wasn't bleeding as heavily, but not for lack of healing. He was, simply, out of blood to bleed. He didn't have the strength to open his eyes, and he was only barely conscious at some deep level. He was in too much pain to truly rest. His only rest would come when death came for him, now.

Loki kneeled next to Hiccup, drawing a long, curved, ornate dagger. "I may not be able to save Sigyn… but I can save you," he uttered, as if an oath. "Vrangr, you are my son in all but blood… and now, even that too."

And with that, Loki sunk the dagger deep into his elbow, allowing his own blood to pour over Hiccup's body and onto the runes below. The runes glowed blood-red with untold power as Loki used every bit of knowledge he had acquired over the millennia to save his adopted son.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

And there you have it, ladies and gentlemen. Ragnarok is here.

I'd like to start this author's note off by apologizing for not uploading this chapter as soon as I'd promised. One, it had become longer than than I had originally anticipated. Two, it was more difficult to write than I had anticipated. Three, FF decided to kill its login servers for half a week, thus disabling the ability to upload chapters. Blame them.

I figured I would take this time to explain each of Loki's children's abilities:

- Hel has the ability to control things, _especially_ people, using magically created threads, like a puppeteer almost. Her "light" side usually focusses on helping her allies, while her "dark" side usually focussed on battling her enemies.

- Narfi has a wholly unique ability which allows him to control and manipulate the structure of his own body. This makes him especially useful as a spy, as no magic is used in his disguises, which means no one can detect him. It also allows him to be quite deadly in combat, as shown in this chapter.

- Vali can change his form at will, assuming the form of any animal. He is quite timid and usually spends most of his time in animal, rather than human, form. He dislikes combat and acts as a scout and spy. We'll see more of his character in part two.

- Fenrir is a hybrid wolf-man, a werewolf, if you will. Unlike Vali, he does not assume the form of a wolf. Rather, he is an amalgam of both man and beast, taking on a more hulking, monstrous form. A good example of his true form would be the werewolves from TES: Skyrim. Google if you wish.

For those asking, Jormungandr has not been forgotten. He exists. We will meet "him"... sometime.

Where are the other characters? Thor rushed to rejoin his father on Asgard, Auriel is still in shock on Vanaheim. Sigrid and Agni are waking up to a very war-torn Vanaheim. The other rulers are organizing the war effort, which they know will soon be upon them.

The magic used by Zophiel was a form of wind magic that creates a vacuum similar to the conditions in space. There are several very nasty conditions the human body goes through when exposed to such conditions. Wikipedia is your friend.

The wyrms Hiccup summoned are similar in appearance to the creatures from the "Tremors" movies. Google them. I hope I managed to describe them accurately. There are many strange, twisted creatures that inhabit the Veil. They are not inherently evil, but they are quite predatory in nature.

_**A very important announcement! **_I will be taking a short (~2 week?) break to plan out Ragnarok. When I started this story, I had roughly planned for everything that had occurred from the time Hiccup returned to Berk until now. I didn't think it would take me 330k words to get here, but here we are. Now, however, I need to plan the rest of the story out. Doing that takes time. If you're curious about where I'm at in planning, feel free to leave a review or send me a message anytime. _**Also, if you have any specific requests for battles (either specific characters, or worlds) please, please let me know as soon as possible. **_Planning a story so far in advance means that changes at the beginning affect how it turns out at the end. I'd rather not rewrite my entire story to accommodate one small change. I may, or may not, release a one shot or two during the break. Who knows.

As always, I hope you guys have enjoyed reading my story as much as I have enjoyed writing it. Please leave a review and let me know what you thought.

- Musica


	33. What He Left Behind

It was nearly two weeks later when Astrid awoke.

The first thing she noticed was that the all consuming pain she had experienced prior to falling unconscious had left her body, and her mind, sore. It was a soreness that penetrated every fiber of her being, and despite just waking up, Astrid wanted to do nothing more than to fall back into blissful sleep.

The second thing she noticed, and by far the more important, was that she felt tears running down her face. She had failed. For all her strength, all her love, she had failed Hiccup. Loki's claws were sunk too deep, for too long, to bring him back now. In the end, he chose them. Not over her, perhaps, but he chose them. Astrid felt her heart constrict painfully at the thought of being separated from Hiccup. They had been together nearly every moment of every day for the past thirteen years almost. He was an irreplaceable part of her life, and without him, she felt hollow.

Then the memories came. She was on Alfheim, that much she knew. She also knew that an army of dark elves had been led into the realm, and that they had been largely victorious. That meant… she was a prisoner of war.

Astrid looked around the room she was in. It was obviously in some form of elven tree house. She was in a comfortable bed, and the distinct smell of potion ingredients lingered in the room. So, she was being treated. Not something a prisoner of war would likely receive. But then again, she wasn't the average prisoner of war, was she? She was Hiccup's— no, Vrangr's— beloved. The words Hiccup spoke to Fenrir echoing in her mind. None would harm her, so long as they knew who she was.

So, the question was, did they? With a great deal of effort, Astrid managed to sit up and swing her legs over the edge of her bed. A small sprout on the ceiling begun to glow softly, sensing her presence and illuminating the room. Astrid's eyes darted around once more. A glint of silver caught her eye, half hidden behind the dresser next to the bed.

Astrid stood and limped over to the glint of silver, her legs feeling stiff and numb from disuse. She blinked as she beheld the object. It was her axe. "Definitely _not_ a prisoner of war…" she commented softly as she gripped the haft of the axe and tried to lift it. She could barely drag it, let alone lift.

Astrid sighed and kneeled, examining her weapon that had become an extension of her body. It had seen better days. It was dented and chipped in certain areas, and there was a slight bend where the head was attached. Astrid didn't realize it at the time, but in the heat of battle, she must have damaged it fighting Fenrir. The half-wolf was supernaturally agile and strong, and his fur was tougher than the strongest of armors, and anything that got by that was stopped by layer after layer of thick muscle. Her axe was not forged for fighting monsters.

Astrid released her axe and sighed again. She wondered who could fix her axe with Hiccup gone, and even so, what good would it do. She needed something stronger, something more powerful. She needed a weapon that surpassed all others… she needed a weapon like Allr'bani. Or Mjolnir. Or Gungnir. Astrid flinched violently as the door was suddenly opened, dropping down into a low stance that would allow her to defend herself more easily.

Sigrid stood in the doorway, stiff, her eyes blinking rapidly. "Astrid! You're awake!" she exclaimed happily, running over and hugging her friend, though she only really came up to Astrid's thighs.

Astrid looked down upon the dwarf with confusion. She had expected… well, not _this_. "Sigrid?" she asked hesitantly, as if not believing her eyes.

"Yeah?" Sigrid said, doing her best to control the tone of relief that was seeping into her voice. She didn't do a very good job.

That was all Astrid needed to confirm it was all real. "What… what happened?" Astrid asked, suddenly feeling very tired, and very safe. She sank back down onto her bed, nearly collapsing. Sigrid helped her, for fear that she would fall and hurt herself so soon after waking.

Sigrid sat down next to Astrid on the bed, letting out a soft, sad sigh. "After.. you know," Sigrid said, unbidden memories of the Grand Magic Games flowing through her head. "We rushed after you and the queen, once everything settled down. By the time we got here, Alfheim had already fallen to the dark elves. Odin returned and took command of the army, and we've been fighting ever since," she explained.

"Who won?" Astrid asked immediately.

"Who won what?" Sigrid asked, confused.

"Who won the battle?" Astrid clarified.

Sigrid sighed. "No one. The city is torn in two, one half controlled by the dark elves, the other by the allied forces. The fighting is the heaviest over the grand tree. We're about a mile out, in one of the refugee camps," she explained.

Astrid sat, deep in thought, for several minutes. "And what about… Hiccup?" she asked, ever so softly.

Sigrid frowned. She really didn't want to be the one to break that news. "We… don't know. Some warriors saw Fenrir retreating with his bloody form in his arms, other than that, we haven't had any news," Sigrid said.

"I didn't mean that," Astrid snapped. "I meant… what have they decided to do with him?"

Sigrid cursed. "They've declared him an apostate. He's the second most wanted man alive, after Loki himself. For crimes of regicide..." she said reluctantly, "he's been sentenced to death."

Astrid thought back to the wall in the Senate building on Asgard. At the time, she was glad to find his face missing, and now, she knew it would be featured prominently. Astrid could faintly hear Sigrid continuing to talk to her, but she ignored it. She felt a faint tugging sensation at the very core of her being and knew that their soul bond was unhappy with the current situation.

Closing her eyes, Astrid focussed on the connection that she and her beloved shared. It was tenuous at best, in shambles at worst. Hiccup was hurt. Hurt badly, if not mortally. The image of him laying on the floor, his blood pooling, his skin's unnatural pallor. He had almost died.

And yet, he didn't. He was alive. If only just. Astrid looked up as a hand touched her own to see Sigrid staring at her with worry in her eyes. "I'm fine," she said, more to convince herself than Sigrid.

A knock at the door drew the both of them out of their reverie. "Ah," an old voice rasped, "I had hoped you would be awake."

Astrid looked up see Agvior standing in the doorway. She hadn't recognized the voice. It sounded as if he had aged many hundreds of years in the two weeks she had been unconscious. A sparkle of gold drew Astrid's gaze to his waist, where Elding was sheathed. Agvior followed her eyes.

"Ah, yes. I have since recovered my old friend. Speaking of which, when you are well enough, I would like for you to come to the throne room. I believe you will find such a friend there as well," Agvior said.

Astrid thought back to what she saw, albeit briefly, before she fell unconscious. If Agvior recovered Elding, then… "Hiccup's sword?" she questioned.

Agvior nodded. "None can move it, so it lies there, waiting for its master," he said.

Astrid cursed having to stand once more so soon, and dreaded the walk to the throne room. Sigrid helped her stand and walked side by side so as to catch her if she stumbled. With a limp, Astrid shuffled out of the room she had been in and into the halls of the house. It was a long, wide building, the hallway filled with doors. The overwhelming stench of herbs and other medicinal supplies told her it was a place of healing.

Agvior appeared next to her and lead the way, his pace slow. Eventually, the three of them emerged into the daylight, and Astrid was immediately set upon by Stormfly. _"Hatchling,"_ she cooed lovingly, nuzzling her rider as lightly as possible to avoid knocking her over.

"_Good to see you too, Stormfly,"_ Astrid said, scratching under her chin. Agvior's and Sigrid's dragons landed next to them and the three riders quickly mounted their dragons and took to the skies towards the grand tree, Miotvior. From their current height, Astrid could see the mass of darkness that was the dark elves' army in the distance. Below her was the alliance, a mass of elves, dwarves, and Aesir warriors. Order riders appeared every so often, identifiable by the large dragons resting on the ground with the army.

They made short work of the mile long journey, landing in the upper levels of the tree. The walk to the throne room took nearly thirty minutes on account of Astrid's labored pace. She really shouldn't have been up and moving already. Stormfly fretted over her rider constantly, much to Astrid's annoyance.

Agvior pushed open the doors to the throne room and stood aside, allowing Astrid and Sigrid passage. Astrid stood stiff as she surveyed the room. The room smelled stale, as if the air had not moved for an age. A dark splotch of black coated the ground, the stain of dried blood. Hiccup's blood. Astrid swallowed nervously. Laying several feet away was a sword of pure black.

Astrid walked with shaky steps, giving the pool of dried blood a wide berth. She didn't want to think on that subject any more than she had to. She stood over Allr'bani and looked down upon the sword. She had asked for a weapon that would allow her to fight monsters, and fate had seen fit to answer her request. She reached out, intending to kneel and pick up the sword, when it simply rose and its hilt flew into the palm of her hand.

Astrid was surprised that the sword had come to her so easily, so naturally, once again. It heard the call of its master's soul within her own and was all too happy to return to his, or rather her, side. She twirled it around, listening to the hissing sound as it cut through the air. It truly was a remarkable sword, and yet, she didn't know the first thing about it. She knew it could… destroy? Something entirely, as it did with the Nidhogg and Freya's cloak, and it could change its shape as Hiccup demonstrated during the Grand Magic Games.

Perhaps, in time, this could be her monsterslayer. It was a far cry from her axe, though, she noted. Astrid much preferred the heavy weight of her axe. She could trust in it to cut and bash anything in her way. Allr'bani felt light and fragile, yet she knew that it could cut through any mundane substance, and many magical ones.

It would take some time to get used to wielding.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>It was nearly a month later before Hiccup awoke.<p>

He opened his eyes slowly. The room he was in was dark, only illuminated by a single candle on a table that was on the far side of the room. The light burned his eyes. He felt sore all over, a deep soreness that was bone deep and all consuming. It was like Toothless had sat on him, several times.

And even deeper still, a sharp, jerking pain at his soul. His half of the soul bond as angry and had no qualms in letting him know about it. It was like the time when he had awoken after killing the Nidhogg, only ten times worse. Hiccup hissed in pain as it raged with renewed vigor now that he was awake.

The hiss brought the only other occupant of room's attention to him. "Ah, you're awake," a voice said, his tone soft with a slight tinge of worry.

Hiccup, with a great deal of effort, turned his head, laying his ear flat against the pillow. Loki sat in a chair almost directly next to him, watching over him as he slept, a book forgotten on a small end table. Hiccup opened his mouth to speak but found his throat dry and sore. Only a quiet squeak came out.

Loki shushed him. "Here, drink this," he said, fetching a vial filled with a silver liquid. Loki held the vial to Hiccup's lips for him to drink. Afterwards, Hiccup felt much better.

"What happened?" Hiccup asked, his voice hoarse and raw from a month of disuse and many potions forced down his throat while he was unconscious.

Loki smiled roguishly. "You completed your mission flawlessly. What do you remember last?" he asked, returning to his chair next to Hiccup's bed.

Hiccup closed his eyes and thought back. "I remember entering the throne room… Fenrir held the guards at bay. I dueled with the queen… I remember waking up in the Veil, and then summoning two wyrms. After that…" he trailed off.

Loki nodded. "You managed to kill the queen, but with her dying breath, she undid the magic that prevented my idiotic brother's wound from killing you. She had hoped that you would simply die, I believe, with it gone. Imagine her surprise?" he explained.

Hiccup nodded weakly and made to sit up. Loki leaned over to help him, not wanting him to strain himself so soon after waking. With a wave of his hand Loki caused a crystal hanging on the ceiling of the room to emit light. Hiccup blinked a few times, tears coming to his eyes.

"Fenrir managed to bring you to me before you died, although you were very close. Seconds from death, even. Fortunately, these past few millennia I have spent working to heal Sigyn have lead to improving my art by leaps and bounds," Loki explained, continuing on their conversation.

Hiccup nodded, opening and closing his hands. He lifted up his right sleeve and noted that his scar was gone. Not faded, simply gone. "Ah, yes. I hope you don't mind… I was forced to make a few changes," Loki said, producing a small dagger from seemingly thin air. "You were wounded too grievously for me to heal by any traditional means, therefore, I had no choice but to create anew, rather than heal," he said, before cutting Hiccup the length of his forearm. Before Hiccup could even cry out in pain, the wound was stitching itself together. In less time than it took to blink an eye, it was gone entirely. No pain, no scar, no blood. Simply gone.

Hiccup stared at his arm for a few seconds, trying to comprehend with what he had seen and felt. He turned to Loki with a curious look and a raised eyebrow. Loki, despite being thousands of years old, a veteran warrior, and sorcerer without equal, still looked bashful. "I used a blood ritual, one of resurrection and rebirth. Naturally... I used my own blood," he explained.

"Ah," Hiccup said, simply.

"I understand if you are upset," Loki said hesitantly. It wasn't every day an ancient and powerful magic tore one half of your heritage away and substituted it with another, after all.

"Not at all," Hiccup said after a few moments. "If anything, it just solidifies what we already had. Which part was replaced?"

Loki felt a great deal of stress lift itself from his shoulders at Hiccup's words. "Your father's, I believe," Loki answered. Hiccup nodded and was silent for a few moments. Eventually, he looked around the room, trying to find something.

"Ah, yes. Your sword has, regrettably, been lost. I sent several agents to retrieve it, however, they did not meet with success. I doubt, even in the circumstance that they did acquire it, that it would have let them carry it anyway," Loki explained. The loss of Allr'bani was a blow that they would feel in the war effort. Hiccup would have to reclaim it, soon.

"But…" Loki said, with a wry smile. "I do have a gift for you."

Loki produced a sword, sheathed in a crimson colored leather baldric. Its hilt was the color of tarnished gold, and a ruby as red as blood sat in its pommel. He handed it to Hiccup, who took it and almost immediately placed it on his lap, his arms too weak to hold the sword. Hiccup admired it. It was a beautiful weapon, but it would never replace Allr'bani.

Hiccup reached out to grasp the hilt and draw it, but was stopped as Loki's hand grabbed his wrist. "Tyrfing, the demon sword. Forged by the greatest of the dwarven smiths, Dvalinn and Durinn, and cursed to kill a man every time it was drawn," Loki explained, before releasing Hiccup's hand.

Hiccup grinned. "How did you ever acquire it? It was lost ages ago," he asked, genuinely curious about the sword's history.

Loki grinned as well. "I have the most peculiar luck pertaining to finding things of great power," he answered.

Hiccup laughed, wincing as his body protested the action violently. Loki stood and fetched another vial, this time golden in color. Hiccup drank it without complaint. "Where are we, by the way?" he asked as he wiped his mouth.

Loki stood and moved to the far side of the room where he drew the curtains to reveal a large window. Beyond it, mountains so tall they pierced the heavens stood, covered in snow. A blizzard, perpetual in its raging, was visible between them and the mountains. "I was forced to move the isle, lest the Allfather discover how we managed to sneak so many giants into the palace. We're now on Jotunheim, on the far side of the Lost Woods," Loki explained.

"I see… and the cube?" Hiccup asked, hopeful.

Loki turned away from the window and frowned. "It appears that the Allfather has some tricks left, yet. It was fortunate that I sent neither you nor your siblings to secure it, for you would have been killed, or worse," he growled.

Hiccup sat, deep in thought for a moment. "This will delay our plans, but not for long. Do you know where the Allfather has hidden it?" he asked.

Loki shook his head. "Likely he will keep it on his person now that he knows the vaults are not as impenetrable as he thought them to be. Our only solace is that he knows not what it is or its purpose," Loki said with a sigh.

"Reclaiming it… will be difficult," Hiccup stated.

"... Indeed," Loki agreed.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Vali stood, or rather sat, in the form of a small bird, at the top of a large tree overlooking Miotvior. Below him, his army of dark elves continued to wage war against the combined forces of Alfheim, Nidavellir, and Asgard. Despite the element of surprise, superior numbers, and several of the most powerful beings alive, the war had come to a standstill.<p>

At the base of the tree, dark elf commanders barked orders to individual units, directing the war effort, trying desperately to push back the allied forces. They were having little luck. At every turn they were matched by their opponents, and with knights from the Order assisting them, the allies were quickly pushing them back.

Vali sighed. He was not a warrior, nor a great sorcerer. He was a scout, a spy. A watchful eye and an open ear. He was not a commander, a general, a leader.

He needed one of his siblings, or soon, they would be pushed back, and the war would be over before it even started.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup awoke, sore as usual. He was in his own bed, this time, in his own wing of the palace. He had missed the soft mattress and the silky emerald sheets. He had missed the distinct smell of parchment and ink that always permeated his room, on account of the countless books and diagrams he had.<p>

He shivered as he stood, the chill of Jotunheim seeping into the isle they made home despite layer upon layer of wards and enchantments. Hiccup stretched, standing to his full height, allowing his back and joints to pop. It had been a little over a month since he had first awoken, and he was largely back to normal health.

Hiccup walked over to his dresser where a bowl of water lay. He washed his face for the morning and looked into the mirror, taking in his new appearance. He looked exactly as he had before, with only some minor differences. He liked to think that, had he not been nearly killed by Thor, that this is what he would have looked like.

His ears had returned to their normal rounded shape, a trait humans and Aesir shared. His more refined and fair elven features had softened and faded. Gone were the high cheekbones and pointed chin. His pallor, once ethereal, was now almost sickly in appearance, yet not unkind to the eyes. His emerald eyes and auburn hair remained, the only difference being a single streak of inky black no wider than a finger that marred the bangs of his hair.

Overall he looked… human. It was a welcome change. And, now that he wasn't pretending to be an elf, he could be rid of their diet. Astrid would have thrown a feast with nothing but meat and ale at that news. At the thought of Astrid, Hiccup's soul gave a painful jerk. "I know, I know," he said before sighing deeply.

Hiccup fetched a forest green tunic from the dresser, as well as a pair of crimson trousers. He dressed and slipped on his boots, before slinging the baldric of Tyrfing over his shoulder and across his chest, where the sword rested comfortably at his hip. He continued to stare into the mirror, idly playing with the black of his hair, the only change from the blood ritual.

A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts. The door opened, and Fenrir walked in with nonchalance. "Pup!" he exclaimed, "you're up!"

Hiccup rolled his eyes. "Some people actually sleep during the night, unlike you," he said. Fenrir's lupine nature made him nocturnal, hardly ever closing his eyes during the night.

Fenrir scoffed. "And the lot of you are crazier for it," the countered. "Come on, father wants to have a word with us."

Hiccup sighed and reluctantly followed his brother through the halls of the palace. The chill was even stronger than in his own room. Hiccup hated the cold. Reminded him too much of Berk. They eventually came to a large set of ashen doors. Fenrir pushed them open with a flick of his fingers and strode in without a care in the world. The two of them entered Loki's personal study to find their father sitting behind a large desk, his quill dancing across a piece of parchment.

Loki looked up from his work, a small smile on his lips. "Good, you're here," he said conversationally, before his quill went back to its scribbling once more. Hiccup and Fenrir sat in two chairs opposite of their father.

"I have a mission for the two of you, provided you feel up to it," Loki said, looking to Hiccup.

Hiccup nodded. He felt fine enough for just about anything, so long as he didn't have to fight the Allfather himself. "Good, good. I have left Alfheim in the capable hands of your brother, Vali, or so I thought. He has been trying to hold the realm as best he can, but he is no strategist, as you well know. I want you, Vrangr, to return to the realm and take command. Fenrir, you are to guard him," Loki commanded.

Hiccup opened his mouth to complain but Loki cut him off. "I know you aren't as well as you say you are, but you are our best commander that isn't otherwise occupied at the moment. I will not risk your life unnecessarily. If you want to get back into the action, Fenrir will have to go with you," he chided.

Hiccup sighed. "Fine," he said.

Loki nodded. "Excellent. You may leave whenever you are ready, the sooner, the better," he said, before waving a hand to dismiss them.

Hiccup and Fenrir stood and exited the study, back into the chilly halls of the palace. Fenrir chuckled and patted Hiccup on the head. "Can't get rid of me that easily, pup," he stated happily.

"I swear you act like a mother half the time," Hiccup said irritably, trying to put his hair back into something halfway presentable.

"Someone has to watch out for you, eh?" Fenrir said as they began to walk the halls, towards the armory.

The two of them entered the armory, intending to secure supplies for their journey. As they entered, the quartermaster jumped out of his chair. "My gods," he intoned, bowing deeply to both Hiccup and Fenrir. "What can I help you with?" he asked.

"We need supplies for a week's journey, and I will need a suit of armor. Fenrir?" Hiccup asked, giving his brother a chance to make his request.

Fenrir shook his head. "Just make sure there is plenty of meat in our rations," he commanded.

"As you will," the quartermaster said, bowing again and rushing off to fetch their supplies.

Hiccup perused the available weapons and armor. The armory on the isle was huge, similar in size to any of the armories found on any realm, only its quality was unmatched. Loki had long ago realized that quality often trumped quantity, however, the best combination was to outnumber your enemy, and have your own troops armed with superior weapons as well. As such, he recruited many of the finest craftsmen and smiths he could find. Not only did it insure he had the best weapons and armor, but that it denied their enemies the same.

Eventually, he came to a suit of armor that appeared to fit him. It was made of adamantite, its normally silvery metal now dyed black as the midnight sky. It reminded him of Astrid's axe, and at the thought of his beloved, his soul gave another twist of the knife it had continued to dig into him with. Hiccup winced and sighed. He would have to find a way to appease it, and soon, lest he start taking pain potions on a regular basis. It wouldn't do to get addicted to them, or build up a tolerance.

Hiccup tried the armor on and found that it was enchanted to change size to fit the wearer, a masterfully crafted piece. The breastplate shrank to fit Hiccup's body, clinging to his form and leaving little to the imagination. The left vambrace was thicker and heavier than the right, intended to be used as both a shield and a fist weapon. The right vambrace ran back to his elbow, where it ended in a vicious spike which could be used for stabbing. His greaves ran to his knees, where two more spikes protruded. His thighs were left bare.

"Not a bad look," Fenrir commented. Hiccup nodded as he examined his image in a mirror. Hiccup slung Tyrfing's baldric over his breastplate, the crimson leather contrasting the silvery metal. Last, but not least, he and Fenrir picked up two cloaks with their father's crest on them, the black serpent eating its tail.

"Ready to go?" Fenrir finally asked. He was getting impatient.

"Yep," Hiccup answered. The quartermaster had returned with their provisions while Hiccup put the armor on. Hiccup carried a leather rucksack which contained maps, charts, communication crystals, a few loaves of bread, and several wineskins full of water. He made Fenrir carry two large sacks of jerky. The wolf would likely eat all of it on their way to the World Gate.

Together the two brothers made their way deeper into the palace, where a large cavern was built. It housed many of the skyships they used, however, a large portion of the cavern was reserved solely for Toothless.

The cavern itself was little more than a large hole hewn from the rock at the very bottom of the isle, leaving the sky open to them, where the blizzards of Jotunheim raged. An illusion covered the entrance, making it appear as if the isle was solid rock. Long docks of solid rock stretched the length of the opening, moored to which, were countless skyships made of black wood. At the far right of the cavern, a large part of the rock was simply melted away. Toothless had made his nest there. The only thing connecting the nest to the rest of the cavern was a small path, carved into the rocky walls.

As Hiccup and Fenrir entered the cavern, Toothless unfurled his wings and leapt into the air, gliding in the air. He dived down and nudged Hiccup, causing him to fall to the ground. "Good to see you too, bud," Hiccup said as he picked himself up.

"_I still don't think you're well enough to be fighting again,"_ Toothless chided.

"Yeah, yeah, I know. But, the good thing is, I'm not going to be doing any fighting. I'm the commander, farthest from the action. I'll be in a comfortable tent, sitting in a comfortable chair, with you and Fenrir to guard me," Hiccup reassured his dragon.

Toothless grumbled but said nothing more. At the very least, if there was to be any fighting, he would be with his rider this time. He had adamantly decided that there would be no more solo missions in the immediate future.

Toothless sunk lower in the air, allowing both Hiccup and Fenrir to hop from the stone dock onto his back and into the saddle. The two brothers lashed their legs to the saddle and put on their safety harnesses. A few whispered words erected wards to keep the cold from ravaging them as much as was possible on the frozen realm.

Toothless cooed happily and dived down into the blizzard, where Hiccup's and Fenrir's vision was immediately obliterated by the raging storm of white. "I can't see shit!" Fenrir exclaimed, huddling down in an attempt to see where they were going.

"Don't worry!" Hiccup yelled back over the wind, "Toothless can see just fine. All we have to do is worry about him hitting a mountain since they're so white with snow cover!"

Sweat began to form on Fenrir's brow. "I don't like this!" he yelled back.

Hiccup smirked and laughed.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid let loose a savage battle cry as she led the charge against the enemy lines. In her left hand, an elven shield made of a green colored metal. In her right, the black sword Allr'bani. At her back was nearly five hundred men and women, veteran warriors all, consisting of elves, dwarves, and Vanir. The Vanir, in particular, had offered much aid to Alfheim, eager to prove that their allegiances did not lie with Loki.<p>

Astrid cut down a dark elf warrior, Allr'bani easily parting shield, armor, flesh, and bone. She bashed in the skull of another one using her shield. A vicious low kick broke another's leg, sending him to the ground, where a warrior behind her impaled him with a spear. To Astrid's right, she could see Sigrid's forces coming to their aid, rushing through the woods in a flanking maneuver.

Overhead, Stormfly and Sigrid's dragon, Hlif, rained fire down upon the dark elves. Magicians in the dark elf army raised barriers to prevent the heat and flames from ravaging their army. The fire of the two dragons caused the barrier to glow and be visible to the naked eye as the dark elves strained to keep the magic up.

"Push them back!" Astrid roared, lowering her shield and charging like a battering ram. Around her, men and women did the same. She stopped suddenly as the sun darkened. She looked up and beheld a storm of arrows raining down upon them. Astrid, and many others, raised their shields while backing away, parrying the blows of their enemies in front of them. Others were not so lucky, being struck down by the arrows or impaled by the spears of the dark elves in front of them.

Stormfly and Hlif made another pass, their fire doing nothing but straining the enemy magicians. Stormfly flicked her tail and sent a barrage of poisoned spikes into the midst of the dark elves, causing many to drop dead or cry out in pain. A few responded by throwing spears or firing arrows at the dragons, all of which missed by a wide margin.

Sigrid roared as her forces erupted from the woods and charged the enemy's' flank. She was a whirlwind of blue, her two-handed mithril warhammer crushing without impunity. The dark elves cried out in alarm as they realized they had been flanked, and began retreating and reforming their defenses. Astrid sighed in relief and hung back to catch her breath.

Astrid rested for only five minutes. Around her, a team of five guards never left her side. Riders were an incredibly rare resource, and no one was willing to risk them dying. Her guards had been sworn to give their own lives before allowing Astrid to lose her own. Of course, this was Astrid and not any other rider. Most of the time, it was her protecting them. She hadn't lost a fight to anyone she met on the battlefield, except for Fenrir.

She surveyed the battlefield, noticing that the dark elves were still in disarray from Sigrid's attack. She stabbed Allr'bani into the ground, for lack of a sheathe that could hold the sword, and raised her hands. She chanted under her breath, willing the wind to heed her commands. An orb of air gathered in the sky, no bigger than a man. With a thought, it erupted, sending countless small blades of compressed wind into the enemy ranks. Some were deflected or blocked by magic, others dodged, but many fell to the attack.

"Retreat!" one of the dark elves barked out from behind the front line. Others echoed the call until it filled the glade where the two forces had been fighting. The dark elves turned and fled, running back towards their encampment where they would be safe.

"Halt!" Astrid yelled, using magic to strengthen her voice. Her battalion came to a stop in their chase, and began to cheer. Another battle, another victory. Sigrid's battalion was doing the same.

Once the cheering died down, Astrid began giving commands. "Set up a defensive perimeter and get some men digging trenches! We fought hard to gain this ground and I'll not have it lost when the fighting resumes tomorrow!" Astrid barked out.

"Yes, sir!" everyone echoed, sheathing their weapons and beginning to get to work. Six groups of warriors ran off to the woods where the dark elves were seen to set up as scouts. They were dressed in light armor and wielded bows. If the dark elves came back, they'd fire a barrage of arrows and then retreat to let the rest of the battalion know. Half of the remaining men set to digging a trench while the other half began to move their tents and supplies up to their newly occupied ground.

"Well, that went better than I thought it would," Sigrid said conversationally as she joined Astrid in overseeing the work.

Astrid nodded her head. "It's almost like they're trying to lose on purpose. Do we know who their commander is yet? Whoever they are, they're doing a terrible job," Astrid commented.

Sigrid shook her head. "Nope. Our spies say there isn't a commander, or if there is, he doesn't show his face often. It's just a few higher ups in the dark elf army that are directing things. Likely they aren't used to commanding an entire army," Sigrid said.

A messenger ran into the camp behind them, causing Astrid and Sigrid to turn. He bowed slightly to both of them. "Major Hofferson, sir, you've been summoned by General Agvior," the messenger said to Astrid. Astrid nodded her head and the messenger ran off. Astrid shook her head as she was still getting used to her new rank. After Ragnarok had been officially declared, all the rulers of the realms, or their representatives, agreed that a more unified front was needed to deal with Loki. As such, the Unified Army of the Alliance was formed, consisting of warriors from all the races, with knights from the Order acting as officers. Astrid herself had been given the rank of major and been given her own battalion to command.

"Can you handle things here?" Astrid asked Sigrid.

Sigrid rolled her eyes. "Of course," she said confidently.

Astrid laughed lightly. "Just wait until I get back before you beat them," she said. Stormfly landed next to her, whom Astrid quickly mounted. The two flew back towards their headquarters on the far side of Miotvior, well out of range of the enemy.

The flight was a quick one, as Stormfly was eager to get her rider away from the front lines. She also needed to bathe, as Stormfly would never allow her rider to be anything less than impeccable in appearance. Her vanity now extended to her rider, as well.

The two of them landed in a special area of the headquarters that was reserved for the landing and taking off of dragons. Stormfly wandered over to a large trough and began to eat some of the fish that was provided for her, meanwhile, Astrid walked over to the command tent where she knew Agvior and the other commanders would be waiting for her.

Parting the flaps, Astrid walked into the tent and saluted, her fist over her heart. Agvior looked up from a map he was laboring over and excused himself before walking over to join Astrid. "Good, you're here," Agvior said, a small tinge of excitement coloring his voice.

"What's going on?" Astrid asked, noticing the lack of formality.

"We've discovered something, something we think will give us some clues to what our enemies are up to. A battalion managed to take back from ground in the scorched part of the forest, hard fought without any cover. The strange thing is, the only thing left standing was a single tree," Agvior explained.

"A single tree?" Astrid asked.

"Yes, a single tree. _Hiccup's tree,_" Agvior reiterated.

"Ah," Astrid said, seeing where he was going.

"It is heavily protected, fortified by some of the strongest blood wards I have ever seen. One of our magicians attempted to undo the wards, and paid the ultimate price. It seems that the wards inflict the Withering upon any who attempt to enter or alter the wards," Agvior explained.

Astrid nodded. Leave it to Hiccup to place a curse on the wards that caused the body of anyone who attempted to pass turn to dust. "And you want to see if I can deactivate them, or at the very least, pass them?" Astrid said.

Agvior nodded. "Indeed," he said. "We'd like to try and enter, tonight, under the cover of darkness, if you would accompany us, that is."

"Sure," Astrid agreed. In truth, she had meant to return there anyway. Hiccup's parting words to her the night before the Games stuck with her. _"Go home,"_ he had said. Her home wasn't Berk, her home was with Hiccup. And where had they spent their life after leaving? His house on Alfheim. Home.

Astrid and Agvior exited the tent, the latter signalling to a few men under his command, who followed behind them. They were still very much in a warzone, and the enemy could launch a surprise attack at any time. On top of that, night was falling soon. The dark elves thrived in the night, their natural night vision allowing them to see as good as in the daylight.

Astrid had Stormfly stay behind, as she had been flying and breathing fire for most of the day and was exhausted. It was also a quick jog through the forest to get to their location, so flight wasn't necessary.

Their group reached the edge of the safe part of the forest in five minutes. Beyond them was a mile stretch of scorched and blackened earth. At the center stood Hiccup's and Astrid's tree. Camped around it was the battalion that had pushed the dark elves out of the area, as it was the only cover in the area. From this distance, and being keyed into the wards, Astrid could clearly see the blood-red dome of energy covering her home.

Agvior noticed her look. "I take it you can see the wards, then?" he asked for confirmation. Astrid nodded.

"Good, this will be quick then," he said before they quickly sprinted to the tree. If the dark elves caught them out, they would be dead without anywhere to hide from the magic and arrows raining down upon them.

They made it safely, within seconds with their supernatural speed. An officer greeted them with a salute and explained the situation briefly. He was immensely relieved to have someone who could clearly see the wards, so his warriors knew where to avoid. More than one had accidently triggered the Withering curse attached to the wards. Only one was lucky enough to have friends who cut the offending limb off before it spread to the rest of their body.

Agvior and his men followed Astrid as she approached the wards, giving her a healthy distance in case anything went wrong. Agvior was ready to leap in at a moment's notice should the Withering begin to afflict Astrid.

Astrid withdrew a dagger from her boot and made a small cut on the palm of her hand. With a flick of her wrist, she sent a few drops of her blood towards the ward. The blood caused the wards to flare to life with enough magic to be seen by the naked eye, before fading entirely. Astrid looked around, saw nothing amiss, and stepped forward.

Nothing happened. She looked back at Agvior and gestured for him to follow. The old elf looked at the sky warily, praying the wards were really down. He gingerly waved his hand out in front of him, ready to cut it off instantly. Nothing happened. Agvior nodded and gestured for the rest of the men to follow him through.

Astrid led them to the front door of their tree, which opened up and allowed her entrance, as it normally did. She held the door open long enough for everyone else to enter before allowing it to close. The air inside was stagnant, the tree not having been occupied by any living thing for nearly three whole months. Astrid looked around, looking for anything out of place. _Hiccup had to have left something here for me_, she thought.

A moment after the door shut, every surface of the room began to glow emerald green as thousands of runes flared to life. "Nobody move!" Agvior cried out, hoping that he wasn't about to turn to dust or suffer some other equally horrible fate. Everyone stilled, stopped talking, and stopped breathing.

After a few minutes of nothing happening, Astrid relaxed. She reopened the wound on her palm and flicked some more of her blood on the ground, covering the runes. Nothing happened. She walked around for a bit, exploring and examining the walls where the runes were more easily visible. Still, nothing happened. "I think you're safe, for now," Astrid said, giving the others permission to move again.

The group continued to search the house, looking for anything out of place, whilst being wary of the glowing runes all the same. They found nothing. For nearly three hours they searched, from the basement to the highest level, and found nothing. Agvior scoured the library, going through every page of every book, and found nothing. Astrid herself, knowing _something_ was there, found nothing.

Finally, giving up for the night, they returned to the ground floor and made to leave. They would resume their search in the morning, and hopefully, find something. Astrid made to open the door, pulling on the handle that would make the tree open for them. As with everything that night, nothing happened. The tree remained motionless, the runes remained glowing. Astrid tried again, and then again. Nothing happened.

"Damn," Astrid swore. "The runes must be preventing us from leaving," she said to the group.

One of the larger warriors moved to the door and tried to open it, using his immense strength to jostle the handle in an attempt to force it. He recoiled as one of the runes flared to life and shot a bolt of magic at his chest. In the next instant, he turned to dust. The runes on the walls and floor flared to life. "Get off the floor!" Agvior cried, jumping into a nearby chair. Others jumped onto the table or other chairs. Astrid simply stood still, knowing, somehow, that she would be fine. She was.

Astrid examined the runes, trying to figure out their purpose and meaning. After a few minutes, she gave up. Hiccup was simply out of her league when it came to magic. He knew more than she could ever hope to learn, and his teacher was one of the greatest to ever live. She wouldn't be the one to undo his work. Astrid was about to ask Agvior for help when a small noise drew her attention.

Sharpshot was fluttering down the stairs from the upper levels, chuckling slightly in a draconic way. "Sharpshot!" Astrid exclaimed.

"Lady Astrid," Sharpshot greeted, speaking in the tongue of the dragons. Only Astrid and Agvior could understand what he was saying.

"Shouldn't have brought the nosy elves, shouldn't have," Sharpshot chided, gliding around the room and eying the intruders. Astrid realized he was serving as a guard now, not a housekeeper.

Astrid looked around nervously, deciding she couldn't avoid talking about Hiccup's parting words in the presence of others. "Sharpshot, listen, I'm looking for something, something that Hiccup should have left me. Do you know where it is?" Astrid asked the small dragon.

Sharpshot turned a watchful eye to the elves and spat a small bolt of fire at them. "Nosy elves would take it from you, they would," he answered. One of the warriors made to draw his sword, but Agvior stayed his hand.

"Please, Sharpshot, I need it," Astrid asked, again.

Sharpshot scowled and eyed the elves with clear distrust. "Promise you won't let them have it, and I will fetch it for you," Sharpshot bargained.

Astrid looked to Agvior, who, after a moment, nodded his head. "Okay, I promise," Astrid said. Sharpshot fluttered back up the stairs, and after a few minutes, returned with a single, small leatherbound book in his claws.

Sharpshot placed the book in Astrid's hands, and she examined it. She knew it from somewhere, but where— "The journal! The journal I made him for Snoggletog!" Astrid exclaimed. She hadn't seen the journal in so long that it was like remembering something from another life. She had enchanted it to be able to store whatever the author wrote in it, and then be able to call it back with a request._ Hiccup must have stored something in it that will help me save him_, Astrid thought as she flicked through the blank pages of the journal.

Agvior examined the book from a distance before turning to Sharpshot. "Sharpshot, was it? Do you know a way that we can escape from here?" he asked the small dragon.

Sharpshot glowered at the elf. "Sharpshot, answer his question, please," Astrid requested.

Sharpshot grumbled, but answered all the same. "Need Master Hiccup's blood, you do. Runes not go away without it," he answered smugly. Everyone in the room visibly deflated. Hiccup was worlds away, most likely recovering from his wounds, and under heavy guard. A son of Loki would not surrender his blood easily. They were trapped, doomed to live the rest of their days in the tree or go to the next life, courtesy of the Withering.

Little did they know, the source of the blood they needed was fast on its way to Alfheim.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

And now the tables have turned. How will things play out now that Astrid wields Allr'bani and Hiccup wields the demon sword Tyrfing? Not much to say this chapter, just things moving along. The history of Tyrfing is actually quite interesting, as are most weapons in Norse mythos. I encourage you to Google it.

For those asking where Toothless and the other dragons were last chapter, they fighting their own battle in the skies. I cut the scene mostly for length, since chapter 31 and 32 were originally one single chapter which would have been 20-25k words in length. A little too long for my tastes.

Hiccup has mostly recovered from his ordeal, coming out of it appearing mostly human with a few improvements to his healing and regeneration abilities. Nasty bit of magic, that. Who knows, maybe in another thirty chapters one of the side effects of this ritual will come in handy. Foreshadowing, foreshadowing.

Speaking of foreshadowing, Astrid's journal she gifted to Hiccup. I bet none of you even remember that. Hell, I don't even know what chapter that was. What's in the journal? That's anyone's guess.

The Unified Army of the Alliance is a sort of homage to the army in Star Wars during the Clone Wars. I took some liberties and gave them ranks (such as major) which wouldn't have existed in medieval times, but given that the nine realms are more advanced than human society, I don't think it's that much of a stretch. Meanwhile, the dark elves (and Loki's armies) usually rely on a few select commanders to direct their war effort, micromanaging the battlefield from afar. Which one works best? We'll see.

Let's see… what else? The Withering! Essentially just eats away at someone until there is nothing left. Bad stuff. Don't touch it. It's one of the more darker magics, which are forbidden in the nine realms. Anyone using them is usually declared in apostate (dark magic user wanted by the law). There are a few others, namely the Blight, the Harrowing, etc. which I may or may not include later.

Anyways, planning continues. I wrote this chapter in my spare time because I was bored. I think i've got everything mostly planned out roughly, I'll do one more pass before finalizing everything.

**Thanks for reading, and please leave a review.**

**- Musica**


	34. War, War Never Changes

Astrid sat at a desk in the library, idly flipping through the pages of the journal she had gifted to Hiccup so many years ago. Every once in awhile, she would pick up a quill and write something down, asking for information or help. The journal never answered her. She sighed, dropped her quill, and leaned back in her chair, savoring the sensation of her spine cracking.

Across from her Agvior perused the library, reading at his leisure. The guards they had brought with them were either asleep or reading books as well. They had been attempting to think of a way to escape to no avail, and Sharpshot had all but vanished into thin air, seemingly never to return.

"Figure it out yet?" Agvior asked conversationally.

Astrid shook her head. "No, nothing I ask or request for is stored within the journal," she answered, somewhat annoyed.

Agvior hummed in thought. "Perhaps you just aren't asking the correct questions, then?" he proposed.

_Correct questions…_ Astrid thought, before picking up her quill again. "How can I help Hiccup?" she wrote down. Nothing.

"How can I undo the runes keeping me locked within our home?" she wrote down. Nothing.

Astrid sighed. "How can I get some of Hiccup's blood?" she wrote down. Again, nothing.

"Hiccup's blood," she wrote down. Nothing. Astrid growled in frustration. _Hiccup wouldn't have left me the journal and trapped me here without a way to get out… I'm missing something, I just don't know what_, she thought.

She stared at the page as she watched the word "blood" slowly fade away to nothingness within the journal. _Blood…_ Astrid thought. _Blood! That's it!_

Astrid withdrew her dagger once more, and transfigured a small bowl out of the desk. She made a small cut on her palm, reopening the wound once more. She held her hand over the bowl and made a fist, causing her blood to fall and pool. Agvior watched, transfixed, eager to know if she had solved the puzzle.

Astrid picked up her quill again, dipped the tip into her blood, and began to write. "Hiccup?" she wrote.

For a time, nothing happened. Then, amazingly, words formed. "Yes?" the book replied, the ink colored crimson. Astrid was tempted to scream in victory.

She began to write again. "How can I help you?" she wrote.

The book was silent again before it answered her. "Join me," the journal wrote back.

Astrid shook her head. "No. What you're doing is wrong, and you know it," she countered, her quill dancing across the page.

"Then there is nothing you can do," the journal answered.

Astrid grit her teeth. "How can I escape the runes trapping me here?" she wrote, changing the subject.

"You need my blood," the journal replied.

Astrid rolled her eyes. "I know that, how do I get it?" she wrote, staring intently at the page.

Her words faded and Hiccup's returned. "I give it to you, freely," the journal said simply, before a small crimson circle appeared on the page, from which, a vial sprung forth. Astrid deftly snatched it from the air before it could fall and break. Inside was a small amount of blood, which she knew to be Hiccup's.

She placed the vial on the table, careful not to break it, and returned to writing. She dabbed the tip of her quill in her blood once more, and set to work. "Why did you side with them?" she wrote, eager to get answers.

"To get what I want, what I deserve," the journal replied in Hiccup's elegant script.

"And what is that?" Astrid wrote immediately.

"Respect," the journal replied, equally as fast.

Astrid scowled. "You had respect," she wrote aggressively.

"Not really. I was born ages before my time, or perhaps not the right place. Another world, maybe. Berk had a treasure in me, and instead of seeing me for the wonder that I was, I was scorned," the journal wrote out, the letters a deep crimson color.

"You know this, after all," the journal added.

Astrid's face started to grow red in anger. "And I am more sorry than I can ever possibly put into thoughts or words for how I, for how we, treated you. Don't you see that the whole village, including your father, was sorry?" she wrote, her hand starting to cramp.

"Apologies do not remove what happened in the past," the journal replied.

"Then what would?" Astrid asked. She waited for several moments, and the journal did not reply.

"Answer me!" she shouted at the book, causing Agvior to flinch in surprise.

Calming herself, Astrid dabbed her quill into her blood once more. "Answer me," she commanded.

"I can't," the journal replied.

"Why?" Astrid wrote.

"You must ask the correct question," the journal explained.

Astrid scowled. "How does this journal work?" she wrote. It took a few moments, but then the page was covered in Hiccup's writing. It was a sort of introduction to the journal.

_The Dreyri Tome_

_by Vrangr Lokison_

_He who writes in this Tome with the ichor_

_of their life shall have their words etched in stone for eternity._

_Only those who pay the blood tithe may gaze upon my knowledge._

_Ask and you shall receive, but choose wisely, _

_for one cannot ask for what the Tome knows not._

_Interlopers beware, a fate worse than Death awaits you._

Astrid read and reread the introduction several times, taking note of the vague warning at the bottom. Behind her, Agvior hummed in thought as he, too, read.

"I do not think it would be wise for any but you to write in this journal, Astrid," Agvior said. "It reminds me of the spellbooks of old, ancient and vast were their knowledge, but the price of such knowledge was usually hefty. Many lost their lives, or their minds, delving too deep."

Astrid nodded. "Try asking for information, just little things," Agvior prodded.

Astrid picked up her quill and began to write again. "Where are you?" she scrawled.

The introduction to the Dreyri Tome faded away, leaving nothing in its place. Astrid waited a few moments before deciding that the Tome didn't know the answer. "What are you planning?" Astrid wrote next.

Again, nothing happened.

"What magic is stored within the Tome?" Astrid wrote on a whim.

"Many," the Tome responded. That piqued both Astrid's and Agvior's curiosity. They shared a look.

"Try…" Agvior said, trailing off as he thought, "try asking for information on the spell that destroyed the Grand Magic Games."

Astrid nodded, mentally scolding herself for not thinking of that earlier. "What do you know about the spell used to destroy the Grand Magic Games arena?" she wrote hastily, eager to hear its answer.

The journal was silent for a time. Astrid was about to try again when the page was covered with information in Hiccup's elegant handwriting.

_The Kvikr Aldrnari, the Living Fire. _

_The ultimate magic of fire and destruction, invented and perfected by Loki Odinson. Works on the theory that magical energy cannot be created nor destroyed, merely changed from one form to another. Life has intrinsic energy, held within the prison of flesh, bone, and blood. By transfiguring that life into pure magical fire, the end result is an explosion the likes of which cannot be produced by man nor dragon. _

_Incantation: unknown. _

_Counterspell: unknown._

Agvior hissed in a sharp breath. "You must never allow this spellbook to fall into the wrong hands, they could use this information to recreate the spell. If Hiccup was willing to include this in the journal, then he surely stored other such magics as well," he stated.

"Right," Astrid agreed. She had no plan of handing the Tome over to anyone anyway. It was something she made, a gift to Hiccup. And now it was his gift to her. Decades of arcane knowledge gleaned from tutelage under one of the greatest sorcerers alive, all in the palm of her hand. This was her tool to rescue Hiccup, she just knew it. She would solve the mysteries of the Tome, no matter how long it took her.

"Come, let us wake the others and be out of here. I have not forgotten of the curse placed upon this house, it would be unwise to linger. Tell no one of what we have found," Agvior said gesturing for Astrid to take the vial of Hiccup's blood.

Astrid nodded and Agvior headed downstairs. She held her hand out to take the vial of blood and hesitated before opening the journal and grabbing her quill one more time. "Why did you leave me the Tome?" she wrote quickly, looking over her shoulder to make sure no one saw her.

The words slowly faded into existence. "They will betray you. Arm yourself, for no one else there will save you," it scrawled in reply. Astrid's brows narrowed at the cryptic nature of the answer before closing the journal and pocketing it.

She grabbed the vial before heading downstairs as Agvior roused the guards they had brought with them. When everyone was gathered, Astrid emptied the vial onto the door of the tree. The runes flared emerald, then died, fading from existence.

Needless to say, everyone was greatly relieved. The moment Agvior was outside the tree, he kneeled, placed both hands on the ground, and channeled his magic. A great number of trees sprouted from the earth, growing until they formed a solid wall of wood, their limbs entangled. When all was said and done, the home of Hiccup and Astrid was hidden and sealed, never to be disturbed again.

It was late at night when Astrid stumbled into her tent that she shared with Sigrid, who was already fast asleep. She collapsed onto her bed, not bothering to undress or cover herself with a blanket. She closed her eyes, and within minutes, was fast asleep.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>No sooner had Astrid closed her eyes, she opened them again. She was standing in a large expanse of white nothingness that stretched on for eternity. "What…" Astrid said, looking around, confused.<p>

Then it hit her. She was in the Realm Eternal. "But I didn't even mean to come here…" she said idly, to no one, before focussing on returning her soul to her body. She felt that she could leave if she wanted to, and it assuaged her fears or being somehow trapped in the afterlife.

"Wait," a voice called out, raspy and hollow.

Astrid squeaked a little in surprise before cursing herself for her reaction. She turned and looked for the source of the voice, and found it. A tall… thing, wearing a wispy black cloak with a hood stood in front of her. Around its neck was a stole with human skulls that hung down to its midsection. At its waist, a rusty sword with chips and cracks in it that gave it a serrated edge. Despite herself, Astrid felt afraid of this being.

"You don't need to fear me, mortal," the thing said.

"Who are you?" Astrid asked defensively, taking a few steps back and instinctively reaching for her axe, which was not there.

"I have many names, but they are of no importance. What I am, however, is. I am a guardian of this place," he explained, gesturing to the void around them.

"That's… interesting," Astrid said, taking another few steps back. The guardian stepped forward, and Astrid felt an unnatural chill come over her that stemmed from the creature.

The guardian looked at her strangely. "We share a mutual friend, I believe. One whom you have sworn an oath," it said.

It was Astrid's turn to look at the guardian strangely, her mind racing. Her eyes widened as she came across the least likely, and at the same time, most likely, person. Or rather, being.

"Yggdrasil?" Astrid asked skeptically.

The guardian inclined its head. "I have brought you here to help you," it said, taking another step forward.

"Help me how?" Astrid asked, taking a step back.

"You, like all other mortals who walk this plane, have a gift. However, like most, you never fully master the gift," the guardian explained.

"My Seer's vision? I'd say I'm pretty good with it myself," Astrid said, thinking back to all the times she had looked back into the past to see visions of what Hiccup had done.

The guardian seemed to read her thoughts. "True, you are quite adept at seeing events that have passed. But that is not exactly helpful, is it?" it proposed.

"What do you mean?" Astrid asked, now fully interested in what the creature was speaking of.

"The past is so easy to look upon because you know it has already happened. It is set in stone, unchangeable, and therefore it is knowable. You can ask for, and conceptualize, an event in the past, for this reason. When you looked back at His past, you saw very clearly what He had done, because you knew He had already done those things. Perhaps not exactly what you thought, but you knew," the guardian explained.

"And… that's supposed to help me how?" Astrid asked, confused.

The guardian took a step forward. "You have only had one vision of the future. Haven't you wondered why that is?" it asked.

Astrid took another step back. Why hadn't she tried to see the future more? She had tried a number of times, but always failed. Eventually, she just settled for looking at the events of Hiccup's past.

The guardian seemed to nod, as if privy to her thoughts. "The future is hard to see precisely because it has not happened yet. Few mortals can perceive the concept of seeing something that has yet to pass. For example, if you were to attempt to have a vision show you what your children would look like. Could you do it? You would have to imagine having them, first. Who would be the father? What would their names be? What year were they born? What were they doing in the vision?" the guardian posed.

Astrid remained silent, thinking if she could imagine such a thing. "It is the variables that make scrying into the future hard, mortal," the guardian finally intoned. "If you wish to save Him, you must learn to master your gift, for He already approaches the point from which He can no longer return."

That got Astrid's attention quickly. "What?" she asked, deadly serious.

"I have slowed His progress as much as possible, but no longer. With the strength of two souls instead of one, He breaks through each challenge with ease. Soon, He will have the strength necessary for his goal," the guardian warned.

"What goal?" Astrid asked sharply. The guardian remained silent. "What goal?" she asked again, her tone harsher.

"I cannot say, mortal," the guardian finally answered, before fading to dust, as if he was never there.

Astrid growled in frustration before beginning to pace back and forth. She was truly and utterly pissed. The guardian, or whatever it was, had dangled the answers she wanted in front of her and then not given them to her. "Fine then, if that's how you want to play, so be it. I'll just have to do it myself…" she grumbled, before stilling and focussing with all her might.

"Imagine the future…" Astrid intoned, her mind a storm of possibilities. But which one to choose? So many, and with war in their future, each one terrible and chaotic, and yet, hard to predict.

Eventually, Astrid gave up and just started to go through the possibilities one by one. After nearly an hour of that, she was red in the face with frustration. "This is more trouble than it's worth!" she declared loudly, hoping that wherever it was, the guardian heard her.

Astrid stilled. "Trouble," she repeated. "Trouble… Hiccup is always in trouble, one way or the other. Come on, come on…"

All of a sudden, there was a pain in her chest, and she woke up.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup and Fenrir blinked several times as they exited the World Gate. Their vision had been obscured by nothing but the endless white of falling snow for many hours, and now it was obscured by the pitch black of Alfheim's night. Luckily, that served to make them invisible to the eyes on the back of a Night Fury, who was in its element in the dark.<p>

Hiccup cast his mind forth upon the land, gently taking in the situation, not alerting any to his presence. He was surprised to see that the dark elves had been pushed back so far that they barely held on to the territory occupied by the World Gate. The alliance now fully held the grand tree and all the land surrounding it for several miles. Hiccup wondered how they managed to get their combined forces into the realm when the dark elves controlled the World Gate, but figured they must have snuck in when the fighting began before control could be established.

He turned his gaze to the far south where the largest of the enemy camps was located, visible to the naked eye due to countless campfires dotting the landscape. Hiccup hissed in pain as his soul began to rage as it recognized its counterpart on the ground below. Fenrir held his shoulder in case he fell unconscious. After a few seconds of agonizing pain, Hiccup drew in a ragged breath and calmed himself.

"_Toothless, try to sneak into the upper branches of the grand tree. We need to see if Allr'bani is still in the throne room,"_ he said, mentally pointing out where to land while he got his breathing under control.

"_Got it,"_ Toothless replied as he dived through the night sky, silent as the grave.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid awoke with a yell of pain, one hand grasping the hilt of Allr'bani, the other clutching at her chest. Her soul was more upset now than it had ever been in the past few weeks since their separation.<p>

"Astrid! Are you alright? What's wrong!" Sigrid yelled, bolting upright in her bed, a dagger in her hand that she fetched from under her pillow.

Astrid gasped as she felt her soul pull towards its counterpart, trying to go to him. The pain subsided as suddenly as it came, leaving her gasping for breath. "He's— here," she said between gasps.

"Who?" Sigrid asked, her eyes darting back and forth inside the tent they shared, looking for enemies that were not there.

"Hiccup," Astrid exclaimed, trying to catch her breath.

"... Shit," Sigrid swore, before fetching a pair of trousers to put on. It didn't seem like they would be getting much sleep that night.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup and Fenrir dismounted from Toothless, who melded into the shadows of the night, invisible to the world. "Come on," Hiccup whispered to Fenrir as the two of them entered the grand tree through the upper levels and began to sneak through the halls.<p>

"Smell anything?" Hiccup asked quietly, his voice barely a whisper.

Fenrir sniffed at the air several times. "No one is here," he confirmed before following after his brother.

Hiccup and Fenrir made quick work in navigating the halls of the grand tree, even in total darkness. In only a few minutes, they were opening the doors to the throne room once more. With a thought, Hiccup conjured a wisp of emerald fire into existence, illuminating the room in a soft green glow.

Together, the two of them scoured the throne room, looking for any trace of the missing sword. They found nothing. "Someone must have taken it," Fenrir said, giving up on the search. His lupine senses convinced him early on that the sword was not present. A weapon of such caliber carried with it the stench of death. The only source of which was the blade at his brother's waist, Tyrfing.

Hiccup growled in frustration. There was only one other person who could wield the sword besides him, and that was Astrid. She must have picked it up sometime between his slaying of the queen and now. If he wanted it back, he would have to take it from her. Not something he looked forward to doing, especially with how his soul was acting up.

With a heavy sigh, Hiccup turned and made for the doors of the throne room. "Come on, we're done here," he said. Fenrir trotted after Hiccup like an obedient dog as the two of them quickly made their way back to Toothless, eager to be out of enemy territory.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"Sound the alarm!" Sigrid cried out as she hopped out of her and Astrid's tent, still putting on one of her boots. "Enemies in the skies!"<p>

Men began to pour out of their tents, barely dressed in clothes let alone armor, wielding whatever weapon was closest at hand. The call to arms was echoed by all who heard it, rousing the entire camp.

Behind Sigrid, Astrid made sure the Dreyri Tome was secured before grabbing Allr'bani and exiting the tent herself. Magic began to light up the night sky as people began searching for the source of the perceived attack.

Agvior approached the two women, wearing nothing but a white tunic that fell to his knees and a pair of old boots. In his hands was his sword, Elding. "What's going on?" he asked, his eyes darting back and forth in the darkness of the night.

"Hiccup is here," Astrid said firmly.

Agvior focussed on her. "How do you know?" he asked seriously.

Astrid hesitated, which did not go unnoticed by either Sigrid or Agvior. "I just know," she intoned.

"There!" someone yelled, pointing to the sky where a light was illuminating a small bird in the sky.

Agvior looked up, then back down at Astrid. "We will discuss this later," he said, leaving no room for argument.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup and Fenrir shielded their eyes as a magical light was cast upon them as they flew through the night sky. "Seems they know we are here," Fenrir commented.<p>

Hiccup gazed down upon the masses of warriors that would oppose him in the coming days. _"Give them a warning," _Hiccup said to Toothless.

"_Are you sure?"_ Toothless asked in response.

Hiccup nodded. _"Positive,"_ he replied. "Hold on," he told Fenrir.

Fenrir tightened his grip on the saddle as Toothless dropped into a steep dive, the characteristic screech of his breed echoing through the silence of the night.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The "bird" in the sky suddenly disappeared in a burst of speed. A moment later, everyone heard, rather than saw, it coming. A high pitched wailing filled the air, causing knights of the Order to cry out in alarm. "Night Fury! Get away from the tents!" they roared, running into the forest to get clear of the blast.<p>

Magicians raised barriers, hoping to stave off the magical fire of a Night Fury's breath. It was a lesson in futility they would not soon forget. A moment later, a bolt of bright purple fire appeared in the sky, and in the blink of an eye, it impacted the barriers, shattering them, and unleashing its fury on the camp. A pillar of purple fire erupted and spread outwards, incinerating all in its path. By sheer luck, the only thing destroyed was tents and supplies. Astrid knew that Hiccup and Toothless had held back. If they wanted to, they could have poured enough energy into that attack to level their entire camp.

Toothless roared in the night sky, the echo travelling for miles. Birds were startled from their sleep and fled the trees.

Everyone knew that tomorrow, they would face a competent enemy commander.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid, along with the other battalion commanders, stood around a large oval table in the newly established command tent where the generals were currently discussing the newest developments. At the head of the table was Agvior, as the highest ranking member of the army currently on the realm. Next to him stood someone Astrid didn't think was ready to be on the battlefield: Auriel.<p>

She had an empty look in her eyes as she examined the charts on the table that showed the rough positions of their lines and the enemy's. Shortly after the Grand Magic Games incident, she had locked herself in her room and didn't leave, eat, or speak to anyone for nearly seven days. Only when she heard that a counterattack was being lead to take back Alfheim did she finally emerge from her room. She, and what was left of the royal family's retainers, insisted on returning to their ancestral home. As crown princess, she was now queen, and held the authority of her entire race. No one could tell her no.

Auriel had stayed out of the war effort so far, letting the army take care of things. She had, instead, focussed on claiming the throne, getting the news spread among her people, and then evacuating all those who were not fit to fight. Many, at hearing the death of their previous queen, chose to take up arms and fight for their new one. The elven battalions were a thing to be feared, as they truly had something worth fighting for. Their home, their honor, and their queen. Their pride wouldn't allow them to be defeated. So far, no battles that elves took part in had been lost. Their spies had reported that rumors spread rampant among the dark elves that they had been cursed for their treachery, to always face their counterparts in battle, and be defeated.

Astrid sighed. The battlefield was not a place for her friend to grieve. She needed more time, time away from the fighting and the bloodshed. She was a Viking, and a knight of the Order, and even she was growing tired of the fighting. Astrid couldn't imagine what it would be like to be thrown into the chaos of war after losing anyone, especially her mother.

"Then it's settled," Agvior announced rather loudly, drawing Astrid from her reverie. "You all have your orders, dismissed."

Astrid turned to leave, with Sigrid on her heels. "Except," Agvior said, looking directly at them. "You two."

"Damn it…" Sigrid cursed under her breath. She was irritable at having to spend so much time staring at the underside of a table and being looked down upon by the tall folk. Yet she had refused to stand on a stool. Her pride wouldn't let her.

Agvior waited until the other battalion commanders had left. "There is more to our plan than just what was discussed here," he explained, ushering them closer.

"What more could there possibly be? We go out there, we smash their skulls, problem solved," Sigrid said irritably. Astrid grabbed her by the collar of her tunic and hoisted her up into a nearby chair. Sigrid glared at her and grumbled.

"While that may work, eventually, in driving the dark elves back, I fear that with Hiccup as their new commander that this battle will be drawn out into a fight where we are at a disadvantage. And, even if we do win here, that does not change anything. Ragnarok rages on elsewhere. If we want to be truly victorious, we must move in a manner that not only grants us victory in battle, but in war too," Agvior lectured, as if he was talking to a child. From his point of view, being as old as he was, Sigrid was probably nothing more than just that.

"So what are you proposing we do?" Astrid asked before Sigrid could let her mouth get her into more trouble.

Agvior's demeanor grew grim. "I intend to lead a small force of powerful individuals through the World Gate, where we will sneak into Svartalfheim and either capture, or kill, their king," he said softly.

Astrid and Sigrid were surprised. If they could cut the head off the snake this early in the war, the dark elves would be crippled. "But how? The dark elves are in control of the World Gate currently, and with Hiccup here, I'm sure the first thing he will do is increase the guard," Astrid said.

Auriel stepped forward. "The battle tomorrow is a diversion. We will put our all into pressuring the dark elves by assaulting their command center. Hiccup can either pull men from the Gate to defend him, or he can be overwhelmed by our attack. Either way, we stand to gain much," she said coldly, her voice betraying no emotion.

Astrid and Sigrid were silent for a moment, thinking the plan over. It could work. "And let me guess," Sigrid said haughtily, "you want us to go?"

Agvior nodded his head. "Indeed," he said.

"Who else would be going?" Astrid asked as she continued to go over their plans in her mind.

"The two of you, myself, as well as a host of elite warriors provided by Auriel," Agvior explained.

Astrid and Sigrid shared a look before simultaneously nodding their heads. "We're in," they said at the same time.

Agvior smiled, and even Auriel cracked the faintest of a smirk. "Good, have your second-in-commands take control of your battalions. We shall wait in the forest until the time is right," he instructed.

Astrid and Sigrid, along with nearly twenty elves, made their way deep into the forest to meet Agvior. They were deep into the battlefield, between their enemy and their allies. They were all silent as the grave, not daring to speak for fear of discovery. Hours trickled by as the sun began to rise, and the distinctive thud of boots marching could be heard from the north and south as both armies marched into position.

"And now it begins, the first great battle of our time," Agvior intoned quietly in a barely audible whisper.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Auriel stood behind her battalion, staring into the edge of the woods where she knew the dark elves were hiding, just waiting for the battle to begin in earnest. She had demanded to be part of the war effort, and there would be a price to pay for anyone who thought they could stop her. She was a powerful spellcaster who wielded one of the rarest and most deadly magics in all the realms. She would not be denied.<p>

"Forward," she commanded, and her forces, entirely composed of elves, marched forward with grim determination. With their queen as their commander, they could not lose.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Adiarfr and Frakki were the second-in-commands to Astrid and Sigrid, respectively. They were hardened veterans of many battles, although none as grand as what they now faced. Adiarfr hailed from Asgard, and was formally trained to be an officer in the army. Frakki, on the other hand, was a veteran of the Aesir-Vanir war and was a fisherman prior to the army invading his home. He, and many other Vanir men and women, became resistance fighters in order to do their part in defending their home.<p>

Despite being polar opposites, there was a degree of respect and admiration both had for the other, which stemmed partially from their superiors being close friends. As such, their two battalions had frequently cooperated with each other during battles. A funny thing how fighting side by side with former enemies quickly turn into fighting side by side with newfound friends. Together, the two battalions had earned a reputation as some of the fiercest fighters in the army.

Thus, when they were told that they would be acting commanders for the battle today, they took their responsibilities with utmost seriousness. They were being counted on, by Astrid and Sigrid, and their men. Failure was not an option.

Adiarfr and Frakki could hear the battle cries of their allies followed by the distinctive sound of steel clashing against steel. The battle had begun. "Forward, march!" they commanded as one, drawing their swords and raising their shields. The dark elves they were going to fight were entrenched in defensible positions, directly in front of their command tent nearly a mile behind them.

In short, they were the head of the spear. They would face the heaviest resistance, and yet, they could not, would not, accept anything less than victory. They knew it, their men knew it. And nobody expected to live through the day, but to trade their lives for glory on the battlefield? A worthy trade.

The roar of voices and thudding feet filled the air as their two battalions charged forward. Arrows rained down upon them from the trees. Shields were raised, acting as a ceiling between them and the death coming from above. Dark elven spellcasters sent a barrage of deadly spells at the charging battalions, which was countered personally by Adiarfr and Frakki, talented spellcasters themselves. Their men needed all the energy they could get.

The dark elves abandoned their futile effort with their archers as the first warriors leapt through the trees and into their midsts, swinging their blades wildly and cleaving at any who they could reach.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup sat in a large, comfortable chair. Well, not really a chair. That was an understatement. It was essentially a throne, as that was what any other man would have called it. He was utterly and truly disgusted with the incompetence Vali and the dark elven commanders had displayed. They had, almost single handedly, lost the war. And now it was his job to clean up after them.<p>

Hiccup's eyes flickered down to the large map that was in the center of the room, where he waved his hand and muttered a short chant. A wave of emerald energy surged over the map, causing it to project its contents. An image of the battlefield appeared in the air, with the lines of the dark elves clearly visible. It also showed, in real time, the movements of the enemy as they launched their attack.

The map was fed by information gleaned by their spies, reported back to their commanders instantly. It allowed for a select few strategic military commanders to direct the entire war effort from the comfort of their tents. Hiccup was a great warrior, and an even greater sorcerer. However, he was even greater still a military genius. He excelled in matters of strategy and tactics, a trait Loki praised him for as he taught him the ways of commanding an army.

It was for this reason that he knew they would be victorious from now on. "Have group six fall back one hundred yards," Hiccup intoned as he watched the map like a hawk.

The dark elven commanders shared a look, shook their heads, and then relayed the order. On the map, a battalion of dark elves retreated one hundred yards as their enemy pressed forward, attacking them from behind.

"Have group five turn to the west, fire a barrage of lightning magic in a thirty degree angle. Have group seven conjure a wave of water and allow it to run down the hill to their east," Hiccup commanded. Again, the dark elves were unsure of why they were doing this, but relayed the orders anyway. No one challenged Loki's family. At least, no one did so and lived. Next to Hiccup, Fenrir looked at the map with poorly veiled confusion.

Hiccup observed the battlefield for a few moments. "Tell group sixteen to send a squadron of men to into the woods to the east," he commanded. "An enemy battalion should arrive in a clearing there shortly." More orders were relayed.

"Have group eighteen retreat to the waterfall to their south-west, one hundred and twenty-five yards. Have group thirty-two push forward, tell them to take as much ground as they can. Send groups thirty-one and thirty-three into the woods, have them advance one hundred and fifty yards, then turn to the clearing and unleash their archers. Tell group fifty to begin using earth magic to dig pitfalls beneath their position. Tell group fifty-one to retreat to group fifty's position, make sure they avoid the pitfalls," Hiccup commanded, barking out order after order as the dark elves struggled to relay all of his commands.

The map in front of him danced as the two armies moved to the music only Hiccup could hear. It was rather like a game, when viewed in this manner. The atrocity of war reduced to a simple game of words. Move a piece here, another there. Make a trade over there. Set a trap on the opposite side of the board and let it sit there for ten turns until you spring it on an unsuspecting opponent.

Fenrir watched, eternal confusion etched onto his features, as dots that represented the enemy battalions began to thin, or disappear entirely.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"Keep pushing them back! They're on the run!" Adiarfr roared, with Frakki not far behind him. They were currently chasing down the remains of the dark elves guarding the woods in front of them. The fighting had been fierce after they had entered into melee combat, but after a few minutes, the dark elves turned tail and ran like the cowards they were. It was nothing different than any other day.<p>

All of a sudden, Frakki tapped on Adiarfr's armor several times, eliciting a ringing tone. "What?" Adiarfr asked loudly, over the roar of war.

Frakki just pointed down. Sloshing over their boots was a thin layer of water. "What is…" Adiarfr had begun to say, when the crack of trees shattering was heard. Everyone turned to look to their right, where the sound was. Hundreds of bolts of lightning erupted from the treeline and thundered towards them at great speeds.

Adiarfr cursed, and then, he knew nothing, as lightning touched water and brought its fury to bear against his battalion.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"Charge!" Auriel roared, genuine anger and fury in her voice that these savage creatures would defile her homeland. The elves were all too happy to chase the retreating dark elves back to the holes from whence they crawled out of. They sprinted through the trees, firing arrows and magic at the backs of those in front of them.<p>

Many fell, but even more still did not. Finally, the dark elves reached a large clearing in the woods where they quickly danced through to the other side and into the woods once more. There, they turned and drew their bows, nocking arrows and taking aim.

The elves, unaware of what was about to happen, continued their charge. A scream of terror and pain echoed over the clearing as ten elves suddenly stepped on a piece of earth that gave way to a large hole. At the bottom of the hole were countless spikes made of earth. At the same time, the dark elves unleashed a volley of arrows upon the elves. "Shields up!" the call went around.

None of the elves thought to check on their fallen allies, thinking they had been taken by arrows. Had they, they would have prevented what came next. One by one, large groups of men and women fell into pitfalls as they crossed the clearing. The pitfalls ranged in size, some being only a few feet across, others being tens of feet. Entire groups of warriors fell, doomed to never rise. All the while, the dark elves continued to rain arrows and magic upon them.

Auriel watched in horror as her men were slaughtered. She had been at the rear of the battalion, and thus, not in danger. With a growl, she yelled out her commands. "Retreat! Watch for pitfalls! Test the earth with magic!"

The elves turned and scrambled back to the woods where they knew it was relatively safe. Many were picked off by enemy archers. Of the nearly five hundred men and women who started the battle, less than one hundred remained when their retreat was complete. Auriel frowned. "Retreat, fall back to our lines," she commanded in a whisper.

The elves nodded grimly and began to retreat. They had failed their queen.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>And so it went, with the forces of the allies attacking, and then being defeated, by Hiccup's unpredictable counterattacks. A group of dark elves could be commanded to do something and not see the effects of their actions for another hour, but when they did, it was because it had earned their comrades victory. The dark elven commanders, who had at first been reluctant with Hiccup's orders, now relayed them with enthusiasm. For the first time in the battle, they were winning. And, winning decisively. Hundreds of small skirmishes were taking place in the forest, and they didn't lose a single one.<p>

Hiccup's mood had slowly turned sour during the battle. There wasn't a challenge in the game, but something was wrong. Something was missing. The combined might of the alliance should have been more than enough to give the dark elves a proper fight, even with him commanding them. And yet, they had won every skirmish. It was almost as if they weren't using their best warriors, as if they didn't need them.

Hiccup's eyes widened. He quickly cast his mind outwards, rushing across the forest at great speeds. He touched the mind of every living creature, taking no more time than to identify them. He searched and searched, and then he passed over the main camp of their enemy, and found nothing.

Hiccup stood suddenly, startling the dark elven commanders. "We've been played! Fenrir, take command here. Lead the forces into battle yourself, I don't care. You," Hiccup pointed to a dark elf commander, "and you, come with me. Summon the closest two battalions we have and get them ready for battle and onto the nearest skyships. Move!"

The two dark elf commanders immediately bolted from the command tent and rushed to find their personal forces. Within five minutes, they had nearly a thousand men loaded onto two skyships which were ascending into the sky. Hiccup strode out of the tent and Toothless appeared at his side within seconds.

"_Where do you think they are?" _Toothless asked his rider.

"_There's only one way off this rock,"_ Hiccup said, _"the World Gate. They've gone somewhere, and if I'm right, I bet it will be Svartalfheim."_

Hiccup mounted Toothless, and within seconds, they caught up to the skyships and flew south towards the World Gate. On their way, they looked down and saw that the forces left to guard it had been slaughtered, and the earth scorched black by the characteristic fire of dragons. "Astrid…" Hiccup whispered to himself. There was no way he had missed her in his sweep of the battlefield. Their souls would have called out to each other. That meant only one thing.

She was on Svartalfheim.

Hiccup emerged from the World Gate high above the realm of Svartalfheim. Immediately, his breathing became labored and he felt an unnatural chill seep into his bones. So high was he, that he and Toothless could see the curvature of the realm. They were thousands of miles in the sky, overlooking everything as if gods.

Svartalfheim was a strange world of extremes. Half the planet was constantly bathed in the light of the sun, the land scorched and the sea dry. Nothing but the most hardy and stubborn of creatures called the day side of the realm home. On the other side, the land was cloaked in the darkness of eternal night. It was a realm of shadow and ice. It was here that the dark elves made their home. Tall, elegant buildings made equally of stone and ice dotted the landscape, the largest of which, was a palace that could be seen from where Hiccup and Toothless glided in the upper atmosphere.

Hiccup felt an immense drain on his magic as it kept the cold at bay and air in his lungs. His night vision was aided by magic to allow him to see in the darkness as dark elves do, for there was not a single torch in all the realm. There was only darkness. Even Toothless was shivering slightly in the cold. _"Come on, bud. Let's get down there,"_ Hiccup said, rubbing a hand on his dragon's neck and using a bit more magic to give Toothless some small measure of warmth.

"_You owe me a thousand fish for this,"_ Toothless grumbled. Hiccup laughed quietly.

Toothless glided down to the palace silently with the two skyships following him closely. Hiccup kept his eyes open, looking for any sign of trouble. Perhaps he was wrong? Maybe they didn't come to Svartalfheim. They could have gone to any other realm, perhaps to fetch more allies. A surprise attack from behind with reinforcements would be disastrous.

A small flicker of light in the darkness caught in the corner of Hiccup's eye. He looked and saw the faintest glow of light making its way through the courtyard towards the palace proper. Hiccup grinned. No dark elf needed light to navigate. There could only be one person, or group of people, who would need light.

_Astrid._ Hiccup both dreaded, and at the same time, desired, to see her again. His soul angrily protested the thought of _not_ seeing her, right here, right now. He steeled himself as Toothless made his way to a courtyard opposite of them, closer to the palace itself. He had to warn the king, and then stop them. He couldn't afford to fail here, not yet.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid, Sigrid, Agvior, and a host of elite warriors handpicked by Auriel creeped through the courtyard of Svartalfheim's palace. A werelight of gold, courtesy of Agvior, illuminated their path. Their dragons had stayed hidden outside in a nearby tundra, ready to come to their aid should they need it. The plan was to sneak in, kill the king, and sneak back out before anyone was the wiser. If that failed, kill the king in a small skirmish, flee as the alarms went up, and have their dragons fetch them for a quick escape.<p>

They were on a time limit, too. No doubt the battle was going poorly for their comrades back on Alfheim, and Hiccup would, no doubt, eventually notice their deception. They had to be quick. Agvior raised a fist, stopping their movement, as he doused their light. Everyone used magic to enhance their night vision so they could see better. It was more taxing than creating light, but it was far easier to go unnoticed with.

Agvior pointed to a spot in front of them, where a large gate was standing. Two guards paced back and forth, large halberds leaning against their shoulders. He then pointed to Astrid and Sigrid in turn, directing them to sneak around the perimeter of the wall and take the guards out. They both nodded, and staying low, began to stalk forward. Sigrid, being a dwarf, stood only as tall as a man crawling on his belly. Astrid knew she would have to poke fun at her after everything was done. Sigrid would whine and go into a tirade about how the tall folk were always oppressing the dwarves.

Agvior and the rest of the elves watched their progress with bated breath. Astrid and Sigrid were only a few feet away from their targets, hidden behind two small statues depicting scantily clad dark elven women. When the guards stopped and turned to change direction of their pacing, they struck. Astrid hurled one of her throwing axes at the nearest guard. The axe buried itself in the back of his skull, causing him to drop dead instantly. The other guard, shocked at the death of his comrade, was stunned for a moment. That was all it took for Sigrid to close the distance and swing her warhammer, crushing his skull between the hammer and the gate.

Everyone held perfectly still and listened. After nearly a minute, they heard nothing. No alarm was sounded, no boots were marching towards them. Nothing. "Let's go," Agvior commanded, directing two elves to drag the bodies and hide them.

Together, the group opened the gates as quietly as possible and made their way through the courtyard. The palace was directly in sight now, and Agvior pointed out a truss that extended up to a nearby window. Strange white vines covered the truss, causing many to hesitate in climbing. "They are harmless, merely decorative," Agvior said, putting their fears to rest with his extensive knowledge of flora. He was the first to climb, followed closely by Astrid and Sigrid. The elves followed after, with the three riders helping them through the window.

They all looked around. The inside of the palace was made of dark stone inlaid with gold. Frost coated the windows, giving them a blur. They were in a long hallway, with a crimson carpet underfoot. In either direction, there were no doors. Being that no one had ever been inside the palace of the dark elves before, they were at a loss of what to do. "We split up," Agvior decided for them. "I will take ten men and go to the left, the two of you take ten and go to the right."

Everyone nodded and separated into two groups. "May fate be on our side," Agvior intoned before turning and rushing down the hallway in a quiet run. Astrid and Sigrid did the same, their men trailing after them.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup dismounted Toothless and rubbed his hands together to ward off the chill. Behind him, two dark elf commanders that he had taken with him from Alfheim stood at attention.<p>

"_Watch the skies,"_ Hiccup told Toothless, _"try to prevent their dragons from rescuing them if they come, but don't hurt Stormfly."_

Toothless grumbled. _"You owe me two thousand fish, now,"_ Toothless said, before giving Hiccup a playful lick and taking to the air.

"You know that doesn't wash out…" Hiccup muttered as he turned to the two dark elves. Take your men and search the palace. You're under my command. If anyone stops you, send them to me. I'm going to the king," he commanded.

The two dark elves bowed deeply. "Yes, my god," the intoned before returning to their skyships and barking orders at their men.

Hiccup strode through the courtyard to the front entrance of the palace. His gait was quick and confident, yet he faltered as he walked past a statue. It was of a dark elf woman, yet unlike the others, it was made of ice. Something about it spoke to Hiccup on a level he didn't understand. He reached out a hand and gently touched the dress the woman was wearing, trying to figure it out.

He watched, half fascinated, half horrified, as he touched the ice. His skin turned a light shade of blue, as if it was marred by the cold. The blue spread up his arm and across his chest before Hiccup snatched his hand back. As he did, the blue receded until it was back to his normal pallor. Hiccup clenched and unclenched his hand, trying to shake the feeling.

And then he realized something. He wasn't cold anymore. He felt perfectly comfortable in the chill of Svartalfheim's darkness. That confirmed his theory. He knew his father was a half breed, part frost giant, part Aesir. He knew Loki possessed many traits of the giants, yet he never used them. He preferred to deny that half of his heritage. Hiccup had thought, because he was so cold on Jotunheim when he awoke, that those traits had simply not been passed to him.

It appeared he was wrong. Perhaps it took time to manifest, or perhaps it needed to be activated in some way, like when he touched the statue. Hiccup began walking once more, a small smile gracing his lips. If he could use some traits of his new Jotun blood, and given that his mother had a natural talent in ice magic, then perhaps…

He would too.

It took nearly ten minutes to traverse the large palace of Blaeingr, the king of the dark elves. None stood in his way, as all knew his face. Either they knew him as the son of Loki, or they knew him as the second most wanted man in all the realms after the events of the Grand Magic Games.

Hiccup stood in the throne room, looking upon the king. He was strange, for a dark elf. Most dark elves' skin was the color of charcoal, and yet, like his name suggested, Blaeingr was dark blue color, almost purple, like the color of a bruise. He sat on a throne of black stone which separated into nine spikes above his head. Water dripped down them, causing stalactites of ice to form. Around him stood several royal guards and advisers. On his head sat a crown of black metal, as if made from the darkness his race coveted.

"Your Majesty," Hiccup intoned, bowing ever so slightly. It was a sign of great respect, considering he was the son of Loki, and as such, an equal of the king. Loki was, after all, the leader of their alliance.

"Vrangr," Blaeingr intoned coldly, inclining his head. "To what do I owe the pleasure?"

"I have reason to believe there will be an attempt on your life this night. Several members of the Order have infiltrated your world and are, even as we speak, sneaking through your palace. I have brought nearly a thousand men with me here and they are currently searching for the intruders. However, I feel as if it would be best for you to go into hiding for the time being, until we capture or eradicate the intruders," Hiccup explained quickly. He had no doubt Astrid was quickly on her way to him, and she would cut a bloody swathe through the dark elves until she got what she wanted.

Blaeingr frowned. "You would have me flee in the face of the enemy?" he hissed.

"Not flee, merely retreat to a safer, more defensible, position. Although not confirmed, it is likely that Agvior is leading the attack, as well as several more riders, at least one of which is confirmed," Hiccup said, hoping to convince the king.

Blaeingr scowled and idly touched his cheek, where a long, white scar marred his face, given to him courtesy of Agvior. The king knew all too well the strength of the old elf. They had clashed many times in the past, as their two races were wont to do. "... Very well," the king decided. "I will leave by means of a ship in the lower levels of the palace. See to it that these intruders are dealt with."

"Of course, Your Majesty," Hiccup said with a small smile. Now all he had to do was wait.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid and Sigrid ran through the hall to the large doors at the end. They were covered in blood, although none of it was their own. They had encountered heavy resistance as they made their way through the palace, but that didn't stop them. If anything, it gave them more hope. The heavier the guard, the closer they thought themselves to the throne room. They had lost two of the ten men that had gone with them, unfortunately, and the dark elves had paid the price in blood for taking the lives of their comrades.<p>

Astrid and Sigrid lowered their shoulders and pushed on the large double doors, where they entered into a large dining room. Four guards were sitting, enjoying a small meal. Unfortunately for them, it was also their last meal. Before Astrid or Sigrid could react, the elves behind them shot a volley of arrows at their dark counterparts. They died instantly, with the food in their mouths.

At the other side of the dining room was a spiral staircase that ascended to the upper levels of the palace. With any luck, the throne room would be there. The group walked quickly and quietly to the other side, intending to use the stairs.

They stopped in the middle of the room as they heard the soft thud of boots striking stone. The thuds echoed through the room, coming from the staircase. Eventually, a figure wearing a black cloak came into view as they descended the stairs. Astrid raised a hand to prevent anyone from doing anything. She stilled as she felt a presence she was intimately familiar with invade the room.

The figure removed his hood, showing his face, and discarded the cloak, allowing it to fall to the ground behind him. Astrid's stomach did a flip and her heart clenched painfully.

Standing in their way, was Hiccup.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

I didn't really like this chapter for some reason. I can't really put my finger down on why, but I do. Maybe it feels to choppy? I don't know. Let me know what you thought of this chapter in a review.

Hiccup has enchanted the journal Astrid gave him, and turned it into a sort of spellbook for her, The Dreyri Tome. Dreyri stems from Old Norse, meaning "blood," or "gore." Why did he leave it for her? What other secrets does it have? That's for me to know, and you guys to find out.

One thing that I wanted to carry over from canon, that a lot of other runaway/badass Hiccup stories seem to forget, is that Hiccup is more of an intellectual than a warrior. This makes him an excellent spellcaster and commander, especially after training under Loki for so many years. Not to say that Hiccup is a slouch in combat, but he definitely thrives under more scholarly conditions.

We saw a bit of Svartalfheim this chapter. In case you didn't get it from my description, Svartalfheim is tidally locked with its sun. This leaves one side of the planet in constant day, and the other in constant night. The day side is a desert that is too harsh for any life to survive, and the night side is a tundra that the dark elves favor. I thought it was a pretty interesting idea and decided to run with it. We'll see a bit more of the realm in greater detail later in the war.

Hiccup also discovered a side effect of the blood ritual this chapter. How he develops his newfound talents is up to him.

Adiarfr and Frakki, Astrid's and Sigrid's second-in-commands. Their names both mean the same thing, "brave, courageous."

Loyal Reader - the Veil will be explained in great detail at a later point in the story, which should satisfy your curiosity. Necromancery, on the other hand, is something I am still debating on if I want to include. The character who would be capable of using it has already been introduced, but I'm not so sure if I want to have her be that powerful. Necromancy is essentially the manipulation of the dead, raising them and giving them new purpose to act under the will of their master. The souls of the dead never return, as they are safely resting in the Realm Eternal, however a necromancer is capable of giving them a faux soul, a sort of primitive drive to live on even after their time. Practical applications would be the raising of zombies (draugr, in our case), skeletons, and golems. Golems could be made of an amalgam of flesh, both living and dead, and would be quite the sight. The army of which a necromancer fights for would be nigh unbeatable, since every living warrior that falls rises to fight again, and any defenders who die, rise to turn on their former comrades. You can see my hesitation in allowing something that powerful exist.

**Anyways, thanks for reading, and please leave a review. We're approaching 500 followers, exciting times.**

**- Musica**


	35. We Meet Again

For a long time, the two of them just stared at each other. Sapphire bored into emerald, and emerald bored into sapphire. Sigrid shifted her weight between each foot and cast nervous glances between the two of them as she gripped the haft of her two-handed warhammer. The tension in the air was so thick that it felt like she was swimming. Behind Sigrid, the eight elven warriors gripped the hilts of their weapons and tensed, ready for a fight.

"Astrid,"

"Hiccup,"

They both said at the same time. Their souls called out to each other, eager to be near their counterparts once more. Their soul bond, which had been a constant source of pain for Hiccup, and a constant source of annoyance for Astrid, was finally sated, albeit temporarily. It was no longer pulling them towards each other, but now, it was pulsating wildly as thoughts and emotions flashed between the two of them. Neither were in any state of mind to control themselves.

"What happened to you?" Astrid asked, taking in his new appearance. She had grown used to the elven features he sported, so much so that she had forgotten what he looked like before.

Gone were the high cheekbones, pointed chin, and long ears. His pallor, which had once been like alabaster, was now a sickly milky color that allowed her to see the blue of his veins beneath his skin. His ears had shortened and rounded, returning to their previous human appearance. His eyes remained the same piercing, enchanting emerald color that she so loved, but his auburn hair had darkened until it was more brown than red. His hair now looked more like his mother's than his father's. A single streak of inky black, no wider than Astrid's thumb, marred his bangs. Astrid looked to his sword arm, which was exposed as he wore a short sleeve green tunic. The scar from Thor's lightning was gone. Not faded, simply gone. He looked… human.

Hiccup smiled sadly, clenching and unclenching his fists experimentally. "Turns out the queen's magic wasn't as powerful or as permanent as I thought," he said, speaking quietly. Still, the elves behind Astrid grew red in the face at the very mention of their former queen.

"You don't have the right to speak her name, let alone think of her, Betrayer!" one of the elves spat angrily. Hiccup ignored him like he wasn't even there. He didn't even give any indication that he had heard the man.

Astrid was still taking in his new appearance. She didn't consider herself a vain woman, but she did enjoy Hiccup's features. He was a handsome man, and it had added to his attractiveness. Now, he appeared a shell of his former self, although Astrid knew he was closer to his real appearance than ever before. Still, she could not lie to herself and say that he was unattractive. She could get used to the new Hiccup. She reached out with her soul bond and found that it was as strong as ever, despite whatever had happened to change his appearance.

She opened her eyes and found that a small smile of relief touched Hiccup's lips. It seemed her approval of his new appearance had made itself known through their soul bond. Astrid gave him a reassuring smile, and made sure he knew that she still loved him. Hiccup did the same.

Astrid took note that he was not wearing his trademark armor made of Toothless' scales that he normally did. Likely he had not had time between the destruction of his last set and now to make one. His new armor was simple. A formfitting breastplate that covered his torso but left his arms exposed up to the shoulder for maximum freedom of movement. A pair of vambraces that came to his elbows, with the left vambrace being thicker and heavier, used as a makeshift shield or a fist weapon, while the right vambrace had a blade attached to the elbow. He wore two greaves that came to his knees, both of which had spikes for kneeing enemies. The entire suit of armor was dyed black, either in the color of Loki, or more likely, Hiccup chose it because it was the color of Toothless.

A crimson colored leather baldric was slung from his right shoulder to left hip, which held a sword with a tarnished gold crossguard and a ruby set in the pommel. A number of throwing daggers were stored across his chest in small pockets of the baldric. Her gaze returned to the sword. It was a beautiful weapon, but it had an air of malevolence about it.

Astrid cast a small glance to the spiral stairs from whence Hiccup had came. Hiccup noticed her look. "Yes, if you follow these stairs to the top, you will find a long hallway. Follow that, and you'll find the throne room," Hiccup confirmed.

"I don't suppose you would just let us pass?" Astrid asked, idly playing with the hilt of Allr'bani.

Hiccup noticed her action. "Ah, I see you did pick up my sword," he commented. "I'd like it back."

Astrid's brows narrowed. "You didn't answer my question," she pointed out.

Hiccup shook his head. "You should know the answer to it already, although I am surprised you thought up a plan like this. Assassinating a king in his own palace? Bold, very bold," he said.

"No different than what you did!" one of the elves yelled, drawing his sword and stepping forward.

Astrid held out a hand to hold him back. "No, go back and find another way around. See if you can't find the other group. Sigrid and I will handle him," she commanded. The elf growled in anger and frustration but relented, before turning and leaving back the way they came. His comrades followed him, leaving only the three of them in the dining room.

For a long time, the three of them didn't move. Hiccup had no real desire to fight them, either of them. He was simply there to prevent them from finding the king. Based on what Astrid said, and his own theory, there was another group in the palace. They had split up, and Astrid had just sent them reinforcements. Hiccup had brought a thousand men with him, combined with the royal guard stationed in the palace. Those numbers would be overwhelming, or absolutely useless, depending on who was leading the other team.

Eventually, Astrid decided it would be best to begin their conflict. She had no desire to hurt him, well, hurt him seriously— she would give him the beating of a lifetime for putting her through so much stress— but she would capture him. They could run away from anything, return to Midgard, help rebuild Berk. They had thousands of years ahead of them, after all. They could build Berk into a kingdom worthy of respect and admiration. The seal on the World Gate would prevent anyone from the realms from pursuing them. The thought was tempting.

Sigrid twirled her warhammer in her hands in an attempt to calm herself. She knew Hiccup was a good swordfighter, and a sorcerer who had very few equals. Both herself and Astrid were more of a warrior than a spellcaster, and Hiccup would very easily overwhelm them if it came to a contest of magic. That meant they had seconds after the fight started to beat him.

Astrid drew Allr'bani, letting the ring of steel on steel echo through the room. The camaraderie forged through shared pain on the battlefield allowed Sigrid to read Astrid's thoughts. _Now,_ she thought. Together, Astrid and Sigrid charged, crossing the distance between them in the blink of an eye.

Hiccup didn't move, he didn't even blink. Sigrid got to him first, swinging her warhammer towards his left thigh. It would hurt like a bitch, but he would be incapacitated. They could patch him up so he didn't bleed out later. Sigrid's eyes widened as her warhammer passed through him harmlessly, causing Hiccup's body to shatter into wisps of emerald light. She turned around, confused, and came face-to-face with a small, wingless version of Toothless. Gone was the intelligence and soul of the dragon, replaced by hate and malevolence.

Sigrid squeaked and leaped back, swinging her warhammer around in a wide arc to defend herself. She stumbled and fell on her back and was forced to hold her warhammer horizontally to defend herself as the dragon creature descended upon her. She shoved the haft of the weapon into its maw to prevent it from eating her.

"Sigrid! Sigrid!" Astrid called out, and then Sigrid blinked, and the dragon was gone. She picked herself up off the floor, slightly shaken. "Relax, it was just an illusion," Astrid told her.

Sigrid looked around, seeing that Hiccup hadn't moved from the spot in front of the stairs. She noted that neither had herself or Sigrid. Their entire charge had been an illusion. "How come you weren't affected?" Sigrid asked under her breath.

"I was, I just have more experience breaking out than you do," Astrid answered simply. On top of that, she was, technically, also a master of illusion herself. Although it was harder without Hiccup's permission, she could still use illusion magic with ease thanks to him. She had no doubt that in a duel between them that he would easily beat her in both power and experience, but she was not totally helpless either.

Hiccup's eyes narrowed in concentration as he tried to weave another illusion around them. He had no doubt he could catch them in his web if he could beat Astrid at her own game. She had far too much experience with his powers than anyone else alive, except for Loki. Astrid countered him at every turn, making sure that Sigrid wasn't being caught up in the magic. Now that she was a bonded rider, her dwarven resistance to magic was all but gone. Add to that the fact that she had little experience with illusions and it made her an easy target for someone like Hiccup.

Eventually, Hiccup gave up. Maybe he could win if he focussed on just keeping Astrid trapped, but he couldn't cast it on the both of them. He sighed audibly. Astrid smirked. "You didn't think it would be that easy, did you?" she asked haughtily.

"I guess not," Hiccup said with a wry, boyish smile that reminded Astrid of the boy from Berk.

Astrid readied Allr'bani and Sigrid gripped the haft of her warhammer tighter, nervous about charging once more into the maw of the illusory dragon. With another sigh, Hiccup reached to his waist and drew Tyrfing from its baldric. He stiffened as he heard a voice echo in his mind, a voice not of his own, nor Toothless', nor Astrid's. _"Kill, kill, __**kill,**__"_ the voice whispered urgently, needingly, hungrily.

Hiccup realized it was the curse of Tyrfing. _"Be silent, sword. I am your master now. You will have your blood, but it will not be from these two,"_ he commanded, and the sword fell silent, as if appeased. Hiccup took a moment to examine the sword of legends. It had claimed countless lives over its lifetime, many of which were the very wielder of the blade itself. It was a beautiful, yet deadly, weapon. Its blade seemed to be made of solidified blood, a perfect crimson color. Its crossguard was made of tarnished gold, as was its hilt, although black leather wrapped around and hid most of it. The pommel was made of the same gold, but set in the center was a large ruby.

Astrid noticed Hiccup's inner turmoil and hesitated. She knew something was wrong, but Hiccup had a firm grasp on the control of their soul bond that she couldn't figure out why. She was about to attack when something she did not expect to happen, happened.

A tattoo, a dark crimson color, so dark that it appeared black, spread from the hilt of Tyrfing and up Hiccup's arm, to his elbow. Its design was random in nature, but appeared to almost be veins. Hiccup stared at his arm. "Interesting," he commented, the scholar in him coming to the forefront. He tried to release his grasp on the sword and found that his hand would not open. He did a few more movements with the sword, which did not hinder him. It seemed Tyrfing would allow him to wield it with ease, but not sheathe it. Hiccup knew it was a part of the curse on the sword.

Hiccup looked up to see Astrid and Sigrid eying him warily. "Sorry about that," he apologized, before readying himself. Now that there was no need for secrecy, he could fight as he had been trained to, in the style taught to him by his father.

Astrid and Sigrid let out two battle cries and charged him, weapons held at the ready. This time, Astrid reached him first. She angled her sword so that when Allr'bani cut through Hiccup's sword it would cut lightly into his shoulder, and nothing more. Astrid was slightly shocked when the blade of Allr'bani connected with the crimson blade of Hiccup's sword and nothing happened. The crimson sword held fast as sparks jumped from the friction of their two blades colliding. Hiccup twirled away gracefully as Sigrid swung her warhammer in a wide arc, intending to break his left shin.

Hiccup had no doubt his armor was strong, but he would rather not test it. He kicked with his free leg, trying to catch Sigrid on her helmet and send her flying. Sigrid moved with more grace than was common in her race and dodged easily. Astrid attacked again, sending a barrage of stabs toward Hiccup's ribs. A punctured lung would hurt, but it wouldn't kill him. It would also leave him incapacitated and easy to capture.

Tyrfing blocked Allr'bani at every turn, the crimson sword eager to prove itself. Its master had promised blood, so unlike its previous masters. They had all feared the sword once the curse had made itself known. Very rarely did it have a wielder who would feed it of their own will.

Sigrid joined in whenever she could, swinging her warhammer with great speed and power. She was at a disadvantage simply because her weapon was made for brute strength, not elegant duels. On the battlefield it was a weapon capable of killing many with a single swing, but in a duel like the one she found herself in, it was a hindrance more than a boon. She growled in anger at not being able to do more, and discarded her warhammer, jumping up and grabbing Astrid's pair of throwing axes. To the dwarf, they were large enough to be used as a pair of normal handaxes.

Hiccup's boot caught Sigrid as she rushed to rejoin the fight, sending her skidding back along the floor. "You'll pay for that, you bastard!" Sigrid yelled, her pride more hurt than anything. Damn tall folk.

Hiccup swung Tyrfing, and Astrid swung Allr'bani. The two swords collided and locked in a contest of strength between their two masters. Sparks flew as Astrid begun to use her superior strength to overpower Hiccup. She smirked. Hiccup's eyes searched Astrid's, and Astrid's eyes searched Hiccup's. They were only inches away from each other, their bodies close enough to feel the other's warmth. Their contest of strength began to fade, much to the protest of their swords.

In a sudden, unspoken agreement, Astrid lowered her sword and wrapped her arms around Hiccup's neck in the same instant. Hiccup's free hand found itself wrapped around Astrid's waist, pulling her closer to him as Astrid pulled his head down to hers. Their lips met in a passionate, needing kiss, hungry for the other after not seeing their counterpart for so long, let alone holding them. Mouths were parted and tongues danced until the need for air became so great the both of them were becoming lightheaded. Their chests heaved, half in need of air, half in excitement.

Another quick look and their lips met again for a second time. Sigrid stared at the two of them, not sure if what she was seeing was real or another illusion. After a few minutes, they split again, this time out of breath completely. Hiccup and Astrid gazed into each other's eyes, small loving smiles on their lips. Astrid had wound her legs around Hiccup's waist and allowed them to fall once more, their moment over.

"You two are unbelievable," Sigrid said, shaking her head back and forth in disbelief. "Love birds," the muttered under her breath. "Tall folk," she added with another shake of her head. Hiccup and Astrid laughed, their first genuine laughs since their separation.

"I love you," Hiccup said, his words spoken aloud and through their soul bond, filling the both of them with warmth.

"And I love you," Astrid said, her words doing the same. Astrid snaked one of her legs around Hiccup's calf, and then pushed his chest backwards with her free hand playfully. Hiccup was so out of it that he tripped and fell. Astrid smirked in victory at the effect her presence had on him. She still had it.

Sigrid assumed the fight had resumed after the very awkward break, and charged. She was upon Hiccup just as he got to his feet. Instead of cleaving him in half with one of Astrid's throwing axes, like she wanted to, she skidded to a halt, cocked a fist back, and punched him in the groin with all her might.

Hiccup staggered back and fell to his knees, wheezing and groaning in pain as tears came to his eyes. Behind Sigrid, Astrid fell to her knees as the pain Hiccup felt was transferred through their soul bond to her. Sigrid turned around, eying her friend with confusion. She didn't understand why Astrid had just collapsed. "I think—" Astrid said through gritted teeth, "I'm the first woman to ever know what that feels like." Sigrid was now thoroughly confused, but managed to work out that somehow, some way, Hiccup's pain had transferred to Astrid.

"Evil bitch," Hiccup spat out between gasps for breath.

"Hah," Sigrid gloated, "that's for kicking me, maybe next time you'll learn your lesson."

Astrid eventually got to her feet, grasping the hilt of Allr'bani tightly to focus on something other than the pain. She wouldn't attack Hiccup while he was down, so she waited. It seemed Sigrid was content to wait as well. As they waited, Astrid thought over all the feelings she had felt since Hiccup left her. She was growing angrier by the second despite the loving embrace they had just shared.

By the time Hiccup had managed to get to his feet, Astrid was livid. He turned to face them, only to recoil as Astrid punched him in the face and broke his nose, sending rivulets of blood down his face.

"Ow!" Hiccup yelped, flinching and staggering back a few feet as he held a hand to his nose.

"That's for thinking you could leave me behind," Astrid said matter-of-factly.

Hiccup scowled and stood up straight, removing his hand. Astrid and Sigrid watched, half in fascination, half horrified, as the blood from Hiccup's nose began to retreat back to its source and return to his body. The broken cartilage reknit itself, and his torn flesh stitched itself back together. In the end, it appeared as if Astrid had never punched him in the first place, though the pain was still there. Hiccup was thankful that his other injury had healed as quickly as it did, though the pain still lingered. He'd have to get some revenge on Sigrid for that low blow.

"What…" Sigrid began to say in shock. She had learned much about magic during her rider training, though she hadn't known anything about it during her previous life. One thing she knew for sure, however, was that healing magic was extremely taxing for those who didn't have a natural talent for it. Yet, Hiccup seemed just as powerful and energetic as before. On top of that, she didn't see the normal aura associated with healing magic, which would have been Hiccup's signature emerald green color. That meant only one thing. He hadn't used healing magic. In addition, she didn't see him drink any potions. Which begged the question, what just happened?

Hiccup smirked at their shock. "Father added a few improvements while he healed me," Hiccup explained simply. He was beginning to like his new ability. He could see why Narfi was so proud of his own abilities. It was definitely useful.

There was a tension in the air as the three of them readied to battle once more. Astrid and Sigrid reassessed their strategy for the fight. If Hiccup could heal wounds without using magic, and without tiring, then their previous plan would no longer work. They would have to seriously injure him in order to capture him. The only thing that eased their minds was that it was unlikely for him to die due to his natural regeneration.

With a blur of speed, the three of them clashed. Hiccup danced between Astrid and Sigrid, Tyrfing gracefully and agilely striking the blade of Allr'bani and Sigrid's throwing axes. It didn't do him much good, as it only prevented the two of them from attacking him, but he wasn't trying to win, only distract. Astrid was continuously annoyed by Hiccup's new sword, as she had come to expect Allr'bani to be unmatched and unimpeded. She was quickly coming to learn that, for all the sword's power, it was not unbeatable. Hiccup's sword was likely powerful as well.

Sigrid twirled and cleaved, her body a miniature storm of punches, kicks, and axe blades. Hiccup used his greaves to block her punches and kicks, but used Tyrfing to knock her throwing axes back. Most of his effort was on Astrid and Allr'bani, which was the real threat. Hiccup didn't think she had realized the full potential of his sword, else she would have beaten him with ease. That was good, for it meant that the sword was still fully his. All he had to do was reclaim it.

The three of them continued their duel for some time, neither managing to gain the advantage on the other. After nearly ten minutes of fighting, Astrid and Sigrid broke off their attacks to create a new plan of attack. Their chests heaved from effort as they tried to catch their breath. Hiccup was covered in a thin sheen of sweat, but was otherwise not tired. His breathing remained even.

"Hmm," Hiccup commented, examining his newfound stamina. Another side effect of the ritual.

Astrid and Sigrid growled under their breath due to the futility of their efforts. It was different when you were fighting to disarm and incapacitate than it was to kill. The former was much harder than the latter. Had this been a fight to the death, they probably could have given Hiccup a real challenge.

Hiccup wondered how much longer he would have to wait for the king to make his escape. They had agreed that, when the king was out, a flare of fire would be shot into the air. Hiccup should have easily been able to see it from one of the windows in the dining room, even through the tint of frost. For some reason, the king was being delayed. Perhaps he should have stopped Astrid from sending those reinforcements after all.

Hiccup was drawn from his reverie by the foundations of the palace beginning to shake. "That doesn't bode well," he commented sarcastically. Something had obviously gone very, very wrong.

A branch of wood suddenly shot through the floor, breaking the stone table in the center of the dining room and causing plates and goblets to fall from their places in the cabinets. The shaking increased. "I'm afraid I have to go," Hiccup said to both Astrid and Sigrid. "Come, Allr'bani," he intoned, holding out his free hand with his palm open. Astrid tightened her grip as she felt the sword struggle in her grasp, wanting to return to its master. Yet, it seemed torn, as if trying to decide which Hiccup it wanted to call master. The one calling to it now, or the small fragment in the woman who currently wielded it.

The foundations of the palace began to shake again, violently. Hiccup scowled at the sword. He didn't have time for it at the moment. "I love you," he added, solely for Astrid. He gave her a sad smile, and with a mere thought, the air around him writhed like a mirage. A moment later, Hiccup's body flickered out of existence, and he was gone.

"No!" Astrid yelled, even as he disappeared. She clenched her outstretched hand and cursed that she had let him get away.

Sigrid grabbed the hem of Astrid's tunic and tugged on it. "Come on," she said reassuringly, "that could only be Agvior."

Astrid looked at the large branch in the center of the room. Sigrid was right. Agvior was likely fighting, probably the king. And Hiccup was on his way to help him escape. They needed to find Agvior and help him.

Astrid reached into her pocket and withdrew a small communication crystal. It flickered to life with a small amount of magic energy and began to orbit her head. "Hello? Where is everyone?" she asked quickly.

A voice, one of the elven warriors, answered her. "We're in a hidden passage far below the palace! The entrance is in the throne room, behind the throne! Come quickly, we need help!" it yelled in response. Astrid could hear the sound of steel clashing against steel.

"Let's go!" Astrid yelled to Sigrid as they rushed up the stairs Hiccup had come from. True to his word, at the end of the hallway was a set of large double doors that were hanging off their hinges. Inside was the throne room, and behind the large throne, a small trapdoor let down into the depths. Astrid jumped in first, not even hesitating. Sigrid followed quickly behind.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup reappeared, far below the palace. He was in a long tunnel, carved through the very stone. A small stream of water ran in the center of the tunnel, trickling on for miles and miles. Around him, the dead bodies of elves and dark elves lay still. For every dead elf, countless dark elves fell to claim them. Hiccup sighed and began to walk quickly through the tunnel towards the sounds of steel clashing against steel. That's where he would find the king, if he was still alive.<p>

He emerged into a large cavern with a raging river running on one side, slightly surprising considering the temperature of Svartalfheim's night side. A large ship that looked like it was both capable of sailing on the sea, and under it, was moored in the river. A furious battle was taking place on the shores, a small group of elves fighting against several hundred dark elves. Leading the elves was a man Hiccup knew well, his former master, Agvior. Blaeingr was currently rushing up a gangplank onto the ship.

Agvior saw the king's actions and rushed to catch him. With another thought, Hiccup stepped into the Veil, instantly travelled forward, and emerged to block Agvior's path. The old elf's eyes were wide with surprise at his sudden appearance from thin air, using a magic that was lost in the annals of time. Agvior slid to a stop, his boots losing traction on the slick stone. All around them, the battle raged on.

Agvior frowned. "Step aside," he commanded sternly, raising Elding threateningly.

Hiccup shook his head, raising Tyrfing. Unlike the duel with Astrid, Hiccup had no doubts that Tyrfing would easily cut through the blade of Elding. If his former master fought him, Hiccup would strike him down. The two of them simply stared at the other, steeling themselves for what was to come.

Agvior watched, saddened and angered beyond all reasoning, as the ship the king had boarded cut its anchors and sailed down into the dark of the tunnel. They had failed. Hiccup lowered his sword. "I would prefer not to kill you, if possible," he explained. "Leave," he added.

Footsteps echoed in the distance of the tunnel, back the way Hiccup had came. All of a sudden, Astrid and Sigrid erupted into the cavern, weapons drawn and out of breath. Sigrid now had her signature warhammer, with Astrid's throwing axes returned to her. Behind them, more footsteps echoed. Hiccup smirked. "That would be my men," he commented, gesturing to the tunnel. "I suggest you leave. This river flows into the lake on the outskirts of the city proper. There, you'll have no problem leaving by way of dragon. I should warn you, though, that the lake houses a stronghold with ten thousand men. Do not chase after the king, or even you will be overwhelmed," Hiccup advised.

Agvior shared a look with Astrid and Sigrid. The three of them nodded, agreeing with some hesitation. Around them, the battle had ended. There was only a handful of dark elves alive, while only three of the original twenty elves still lived. Agvior frowned sadly, casting a glance at Hiccup, before diving into the icy cold water. Astrid and Sigrid took deep breaths and dove in after him. The three elves followed them shortly after.

Hiccup sighed. His soul bond was already making its displeasure known at being separated from Astrid once again. However, another voice was making its own displeasure known at the same time. _"Kill, kill, kill," _Tyrfing echoed, reminding Hiccup of his promise. He cast a quick glance around the room, and saw the few dark elves still alive had collapsed and were bleeding heavily. They would die soon enough.

They would do. Hiccup walked over to them calmly, with a blank expression. In the blink of an eye, he pierced their chests with the blade of Tyrfing, who vibrated in ecstasy at tasting blood once more. The demon sword, satisfied, released its hold on Hiccup, the tattoo fading and retreating back into the sword. Hiccup sheathed Tyrfing back into its baldric and experimentally flexed his hand, glad to be free of its influence.

Hiccup sighed. It was a tiring day.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid, Sigrid, and Agvior were currently seated around a fire in a small tent that had been set up just for them. True to Hiccup's word, the moment they emerged from the water into the lake, they were set upon by hundreds of small boats, each carrying ten men. They were outnumbered to such a degree that victory was impossible. Their dragons descended upon them, turning the boats in their way to ash. The riders managed to get into their saddles while the three surviving elves had been carried away in the clutches of their claws.<p>

They flew through the eternal night of Svartalfheim, back to the World Gate, where they returned to Alfheim. The battle still raged on for several hours, although eventually they stopped to rest until the following day. The three of them were quite happy to learn that while their own venture hadn't been successful, without Hiccup to command the army, they were able to turn the battle around and win several skirmishes. They had still lost ground overall, but they had not lost the battle just yet.

Fenrir was no commander, he was a warrior. He took to the front lines and lead the charge, cutting a bloody swathe through the forest. Only the combined might of four riders and their battalions, nearly two thousand men strong, managed to hold him back.

When all was said and done, the forces of the dark elves held nearly three quarters of the city, as well as the entirety of the grand tree. They had managed to hang onto a small piece of land to the south, which is where they had fallen back to and set up defenses. Everyone knew, however, that they were hanging on by a thread. There were already plans to abandon the realm and make one final push to the World Gate and flee to other worlds as refugees. Hiccup would resume command of the army tomorrow, and that would be the end of them.

Agvior, Auriel, as well as several other generals argued over the futility of the battle for nearly five hours until they finally agreed that evacuation was the best course of action. It was a bitter truth to swallow. They had lost.

And now Astrid was sitting, playing with her hair awkwardly, waiting for the discussion Agvior had promised her when she had alerted their camp to Hiccup's presence. She was not looking forward to it. "So," Agvior said, taking a sip of hot tea. They were all still very cold from their swim.

Astrid sighed. "How did you know it was Hiccup that arrived on Alfheim, in the dead of night no less?" Agvior asked.

Astrid sighed, again. She had no idea how she would be able to explain their soul bond, let alone Yggdrasil speaking with her. She looked to Sigrid for help and saw that she was just as interested to know as Agvior. The truth would probably be best, Astrid decided. Sigrid was a close friend of both her and Hiccup, and Agvior was Hiccup's master who had a close relationship with him. Neither would be the type to betray her trust.

"What I'm about to tell you is something I haven't told anyone before, and the only reason I tell you, is because I trust the both of you. It is my hope that would not betray my trust," Astrid said, giving both of them pointed looks before casting several extensive and powerful privacy wards on their tent. Agvior added a few of his own when he saw what Astrid was doing.

Sigrid and Agvior waited, eager to hear what kind of information required such privacy. "Hiccup and I… share a special bond," Astrid began. Sigrid giggled. Astrid kicked her in the shin.

"Not that kind of bond, although it is related. Do you remember the battle with the Nidhogg? Of course you do," Astrid stated. "During the fight between Hiccup and the Nidhogg, something happened. I don't know how, or why, but the Nidhogg killed Hiccup."

Agvior and Sigrid hissed in a breath. "But, it did it in a very certain way. It used some kind of magic to shatter his soul," Astrid explained. Agvior's eyes widened but said nothing.

"He was well and truly dead, and not just dead, he was gone. As if he had never existed. I tried everything I could to heal him, and eventually exhausted my magic. I love him," she said, blushing a little, "and I wouldn't allow him to die. I was desperate, and in my desperation, I prayed."

"I didn't expect anyone to answer my prayers, but… they did," Astrid intoned, wondering how to explain what happened next.

"Yggdrasil," Agvior stated, his jaw hanging open in sheer awe.

Astrid nodded. "Yggdrasil came to me and offered her assistance," she explained, leaving out the oath she had made to the tree. "She would reforge Hiccup's soul, providing the energy for the spell, but I would have to cast it. But there was a catch. Like trying to put back together a pane of glass after it has broken, it is never really the same. There are always cracks," Astrid explained, quite proud of her metaphor.

Agvior and Sigrid nodded. It made sense. "The cracks need to be filled, or the soul would remain incomplete. To fill the cracks in Hiccup's soul, I offered Yggdrasil my own. At the time, I was prepared to die, the true death, to save him. What Yggdrasil offered was even better. She shattered my own soul and took a small shard of it, and used that shard to reforge Hiccup's. In the same manner, she took a shard of Hiccup's soul and used it to reforge my own. In the end, we shared a special soul bond, akin to that of rider and dragon, but much deeper. I can feel his emotions on a primal level, and even his deepest thoughts if I had to," Astrid explained.

"But, the most obvious part of our soul bond, is that we are able to sense where the other is at all times. Across realms it isn't so accurate, as I tried numerous times to locate him, but if we are on the same realm, I can eventually find him. In addition, the soul bond has almost a mind of its own. It wants us to be close, and isn't afraid of letting us know it's upset about our lack of intimacy," Astrid said, her cheeks turning scarlet.

"That's how I knew Hiccup had returned to Alfheim," she finished weakly.

For a long time, nobody said anything. Agvior was simply in awe that Yggdrasil had deigned to interfere in the lives of mortals. To the elves, Yggdrasil was their mother, their god. The source of their power, the creator of their world. It wasn't every day you were told that your god had an active hand in fate. For Sigrid, she was still trying to process what she had been told. She was a warrior, not a sorcerer. She left those things to the others. Soul magic was something far above and beyond any of them, even Agvior.

"Is there… any other advantages of this soul bond?" Agvior finally asked, a content smile on his face.

Astrid squirmed in her seat a little. "Yes. We can share many things with each other, our thoughts, our emotions. It's nearly impossible to lie to each other. We can use each other's magic specialization as if it was our own," at this, Agvior gasped in shock. That outright broke a law of magic as they knew it. "We can even share memories and our own senses if we focus," Astrid explained, blushing at one of the applications of the latter. Sigrid seemed to see her embarrassment and playfully nudged her foot, causing Astrid to flinch.

Agvior sat in silence for nearly an hour, simply digesting all the new information. Sigrid had begun to quietly poke fun at Astrid using the new information to her advantage. Eventually, Agvior sighed, drawing the attention of the other two. "Thank you for sharing this with me. I will not share what I have learned with another without your permission. I believe you are our best chance at bringing Hiccup to justice, and his senses, due to this bond the two of you share," he finally said.

Astrid sighed in relief. "However," Agvior added, "I still have some questions for you. You may choose not to answer if you wish, but if you do, I will not hold anything you say against you."

Astrid nodded. "Did you know Hiccup was an agent of Loki?" he asked.

Astrid winced. "... Yes," she answered weakly.

Agvior frowned. "For how long?" he asked.

"A little over ten years," Astrid answered reluctantly.

Agvior was shocked into silence. "And you did nothing?" he asked pointedly.

Astrid scowled. "Of course I did! I did everything in my power to try and convince him not to join Loki's side, just in my own way. I tried to remove the reasons he felt he needed to be with them, but I failed," she exclaimed hotly, angered that the old elf would even suggest she let this happen.

Agvior raised his hands. "I meant no disrespect," he said peacefully.

Agvior was quiet for a time as he perused the ever growing library of questions he now had. Eventually he settled for the one thing that had been bothering him about his short encounter with Hiccup. His teleportation. "Do you know how Hiccup has managed to achieve teleportation?" he asked with interest.

Astrid's brows narrowed. "Teleportation?" she asked, confused.

"Yes, he managed to appear directly in front of me, out of thin air. I do not believe he used illusion magic to make himself invisible, but at the same time, teleportation is a magical impossibility. The energy required to do so is more than any one living thing possesses, and even if they had the energy, the caster would die in casting it, for the being that arrives at the other end of the teleport is simply a clone, not the original person," Agvior explained, using his vast knowledge of magic.

Astrid sighed. It was the same magic he had used to escape from her, and the same magic he had seen him use to save Sigrid. "He… he told me that I shouldn't tell anyone," Astrid said softly.

Now Agvior was worried. If it wasn't teleportation, then there were only a few magics that could imitate the effect. None were pleasant. "Please, Astrid. It is important that we know. With that kind of power, he could easily destroy us," Agvior encouraged her.

Astrid was conflicted, and looked to Sigrid for help. Her friend gave her a small nod, as if to say that it was okay. Astrid sighed. "I don't know what it is, really, only the name. He called his power "the Veil," whatever that means," she said.

Agvior gasped so loudly that Astrid and Sigrid snapped their heads to the entrance of their tent, thinking someone had intruded upon them. When they saw no one, they returned their attention to the old elf. Agvior had a haunted look on his face as he held a hand to his forehead in thought and played with his beard in the other hand.

"What? What does that mean?" Astrid said, angry he had just remained silent after his reaction.

Agvior sighed and looked every bit as old as he was. "Are you aware of the tale of Galmann the Mad?" Agvior asked, wearily rubbing his temples.

"No…?" Astrid answered, while Sigrid giggled.

"Of course, my mother used to tell me stories of him when I was a girl," Sigrid said. "It's a legend," she added for Astrid.

"For your faith in me, I will place my faith in you. What I am about to tell you is forbidden knowledge, only known to a few within the Order. The legend of Galmann the Mad is, in fact, not a legend. Galmann was a man who lived during the reign of Buri, Odin's grandfather. He was an adviser to the king, and one of the most powerful sorcerers to ever live. He had a talent for illusion magic that was so great that it was rumored he could even control the very fabric of time," Agvior said. Astrid gulped in nervousness, knowing that Hiccup could do the very same thing.

"One day, Galmann made a discovery. After casting a particularly powerful illusion, he thought himself injured from the strain, for he saw a shimmering, transparent black curtain drawn over the world. This curtain is what he would eventually come to write of in his personal journal, as the Veil," Agvior said.

"It was many names, the Veil, the Void, the Abyss, the Great Beyond, the Endless Dark. They all mean the same thing, the world between worlds," Agvior stated. At the lost looks of both Astrid and Sigrid, he nodded in satisfaction. What he was explaining was extremely theoretical, extremely powerful, and extremely dangerous magic. It took hundreds of years of study by the most powerful magicians alive to begin to understand the journal left by Galmann the Mad. He didn't expect either of them to understand it so easily.

"Our world, or worlds I should say, are like the strings on a harp, Galmann theorized. Midgard, Alfheim, Asgard, and so on. Each realm a single string on the harp. Galmann proposed that our reality was the body of the harp itself, holding together all the worlds, which he theorized were all separate universes. What that meant was that, for example, if you flew away from Alfheim and searched the heavens for eternity, you would never find Asgard. This had profound implications on the magic of the World Gate, which allowed us to jump between these worlds," Agvior explained.

"The Veil, however, was a special place. It exists between the strings of the harp, in the great void between the worlds, holding them both together, and apart. It is both part of, and at the same time, separated from, the realms. Galmann discovered that, by parting the curtain he saw, he could quite literally step into that space between the strings of the harp, instantly separating himself from the material world. There, he could do many fantastical things with magic that we now know today either bend the rules of magic, or break them entirely. In addition, the rules of nature do not apply there. Up, down, left, right. One plus one equals two, what goes up must come down, all useless within the Veil," Agvior said, allowing the information to sink in. Astrid and Sigrid were deep in thought.

"It's… hard to believe," Astrid finally said.

Agvior nodded. "What is really going to boggle your mind is that Galmann believed that we were not unique. He theorized that we were simply one of an infinite number of harps in a great room that stretched on for eternity, an infinite number of realities all separated by a great ocean of the Veil between them," he said.

"Ironically, that was where his moniker stemmed from. So consumed by his theory was he, that he eventually set out to test it. He cast himself through the Veil and into that ocean, and swam to the other side. He was missing, and presumed dead, for an age. We were wrong, and when he returned, Galmann was gone, and only Galmann the Mad remained. He returned from whatever reality he had visited, and at his back, he had an army of creatures in his service. These creatures were born of darkness in the very depths of the worst nightmares. He attacked the realms, laying waste to them all," Agvior explained.

"How was he defeated then?" Sigrid asked, thinking back to the legends her mother had told her to frighten her as a child.

Agvior smiled wryly. "He wasn't. Galmann's army was unbeatable, his creatures infinite in number and powerful beyond anything imaginable. We were utterly defeated. It was then that he was turned on by his beasts and consumed, for what reason, we do not know. The creatures then fled back to their homes, wherever they had crawled out from," he said.

Astrid and Sigrid were quiet for a time. This new magic shook the very foundations of their beliefs and challenged everything they knew about magic. "What about the gods?" Sigrid eventually asked. Agvior quirked an eyebrow in askance.

"Like a sword, someone had to craft it. A sword would never simply appear naturally in nature. The gods had to have made our "harp," as you called it. So where are they, in the grand picture of things?" Sigrid explained her question.

Agvior shook his head. "That I do not know. Perhaps, if you travel far enough up, or far enough down, the strings of the harp, you will eventually find their home. It is my belief, however, that the gods, if there were such beings, are beyond our comprehension. It is likely they exist separately, entirely withdrawn from their creation. Perhaps we are but one harp among millions, in one room among millions, in their great palace," he said, not really knowing the answer.

Astrid swallowed nervously at the thought. "How do you know all this?" Astrid finally asked.

"My grandfather was lucky enough to survive the conflict. In addition, the journal of Galmann the Mad is one of the Order's most prized and guarded possessions. For all his madness, Galmann was, perhaps, the most intelligent man to ever live. In his short life, he discovered more about the nature of our existence than we have from the dawn of time until now," Agvior simply said.

Astrid sighed, this time in exhaustion. It was a lot to take in, almost too much. Perhaps she would write in the Dreyri Tome and see if it knew anything about the Veil. Thinking back on it, Astrid should have done that the moment she got the book. It had always bothered her that Hiccup never explained what that magic was.

Agvior chuckled. "I had the exact same reaction when I first read Galmann's journal. It vexed me for nearly six hundred years before I made my peace with it and moved on. Go to bed, sleep on it, and tomorrow we'll prepare for the final battle," he instructed them.

Astrid and Sigrid rose and returned to their tent, Astrid undoing the privacy wards she had erected for their conversation. Astrid lay awake in her cot late into the morning, unable to sleep. She cursed violently, knowing that tomorrow she would need her strength.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

I was particularly motivated to write this chapter, so it's done sooner than I expected. I'm pretty happy with this chapter, as I got to write some nice Hiccstrid action and explain the Veil in greater detail, something a lot of you have been asking about for some time. I had, originally, planned for Astrid's and Agvior's talk to only consist of the soul bond, but given that Loyal Reader reminded me I still needed to weave the tale of Galmann the Mad, I decided to add that in too.

To those who are clamoring for more Hiccstrid goodness, I hope this satisfies you. We'll see more of their relationship, and how it evolves due to the war, as time progresses.

To the guest reviewer who pointed out that Alfheim doesn't have a night. Thank you. I am an idiot. For those who care about consistency in my world and writing, try to just imagine that it was night and it is an extremely rare occurrence that happens once every thousand years and Hiccup just happened to return to the realm at that exact time. Right? Right.

Anyway, I hope you guys find what I've done with the Veil interesting. This was sort of my way of explaining how the Norse creation myth could have been appeared to its people. I sort of view the Norse mythos as we know it as the way humans on Midgard knew it. Exaggerated, misconceptions, some lies. To humans, like the people of Berk, Agvior could have well been a god. But what would Agvior have considered a god? What was the god's religion? Did they really think themselves the highest beings in creation? This is my answer. Who are the "gods"? Where are they? Where and what is the Realm Eternal? Those questions I leave to you to ponder.

Also, it kind of sets up spinoffs and sequels and all sorts of fun stuff in the future after I finish Hail to the King. Imagine the possibilities?

**As always, special thanks to all my reviewers. You guys inspire me to write as fast as I do, when I do. Thanks for reading, and please leave a review.**

**- Musica**


	36. Prelude to Tragedy

**Chapter 36: Prelude to Tragedy**

_by Code Musica_

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"So, what's the plan?" Astrid asked as she stared down at the chart laying on the table in front her. She, Sigrid, Agvior, Auriel, as well as several other high ranking commanders in the army were currently planning their next move. It was early in the morning, and fighting would begin again shortly. They needed to decide what they were going to do before then.<p>

"I will not abandon my people," Auriel intoned, not leaving any room for argument.

"You may not have a choice, princess," Agvior advised.

Auriel scowled. "It is queen, now," she reminded him.

Agvior smiled sadly. "Of course, Your Majesty," he said respectfully. Auriel had grown cold since the death of her mother and Hiccup's betrayal, and while no one could blame her, it was a sad thing to see.

"What we really need to do is decide if we can hold our ground," Sigrid said, changing the subject as best she could. "If we stay, fine. But if we stay, we have to be absolutely sure we can at least hold our ground. If we lose Alfheim, so be it. We may have lost the battle, but we have not lost the war. But if we lose Alfheim, and all our lives in the process, then we will have lost the war, and the battle."

A round of nods and agreements went around the room. "Here is what we know," Agvior said, pointing to the charts and maps on the table. "The dark elves control the forest for a mile after the grand tree. They've had all night to set up traps behind their lines and form their defenses. We need to be careful if we manage to push them back. In addition, our spies have managed to discover that the commanders have moved their headquarters into the grand tree itself," he explained.

"What that means, is that they are much closer to the front lines than yesterday. If we can capture Hiccup, we can use him as leverage to force the dark elves to retreat," he said.

"Yeah, there's just one problem. Hiccup is strong in his own right, and he has Toothless and Fenrir acting as his guards. We have almost no chance of capturing him, let alone killing him," Sigrid said.

Agvior looked to Astrid for her thoughts. Astrid sighed. "I don't know. I think he wasn't really trying during our duel yesterday. Even if we did fight seriously, I don't think we could win. Even if we put more men into the fight, who is going to stop Toothless or Fenrir? We just don't have the manpower," she stated.

Agvior nodded. "Indeed," he agreed. "Then we have no choice but to retreat. We can regroup and attempt to take back the realm at a later date, when we have a better chance of victory," he added.

Auriel stood up, sending her chair skidding backwards. "We will not abandon Alfheim!" she commanded, her tone as cold as ice.

Everyone looked apologetic. "We don't have a choice, Auriel," Astrid said, hoping to calm down her friend.

Auriel's chest was heaving in anger but she relented, sitting down back into her chair and remaining silent. "I think it would be best," Agvior said, "if we were to retreat back to Vanaheim. They are the weakest of the realms remaining in our alliance and we have the manpower to assist in the relief efforts. Grandmaster Frode has remained there to oversee the reconstruction but he will no doubt be needed elsewhere."

Everyone seemed to agree. "And how, exactly, do we get past the army of dark elves and other monstrosities that bar our path to the World Gate?" Sigrid asked pointedly.

Everyone was silent as they considered their options. Surprisingly, it was Auriel that spoke up. "We hit them hard, we hit them fast. Lead with our most powerful warriors and punch a hole through their defenses. The army charges after them through the gap and we make a mad dash for the World Gate. Whoever falls behind, is left behind," she intoned, leaving no room for disagreements.

Everyone was silent for a time as they considered the queen's words. No one could think of a better strategy. A round of nods and agreements went around, with only a few dissenters. "Very well," Agvior stated. "We march in two hours' time," he commanded.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid, Sigrid, and Agvior were mounted on their dragons, walking— amazingly, not flying— at the head of their army. Auriel was seated behind Agvior, though Astrid had volunteered to take her. It seemed as if Auriel carried some animosity towards Astrid on the behalf of Hiccup's actions, and Astrid really couldn't find it in herself to blame her friend. She knew that, in time, she would come around. And when she did, Astrid wouldn't blame her. She was hurting, much in the same way that Hiccup was hurting. It was a cruel fate that for Hiccup to hurt less, he had inflicted the same suffering upon others at the behest of his father.<p>

In front of them, unlike in their previous skirmishes, was the entirety of the dark elf army. No longer were they in singular groups to be the tools of their commanders. Now, it was army against army. Blood would be spilled. Astrid steeled herself for what was to come. It was entirely likely that many behind her would die in their charge to the World Gate, if they even made it at all. They faced two sons of Loki, one of which was a monster, the other of which was a rider of near unparallelled power. Astrid gripped the hilt of Allr'bani in an attempt to calm herself.

It didn't work. A movement in the dark elf lines drew her, and every other commanders, eyes. A lone dark elf upon a strange creature, which looked like a bear to Astrid, rode forth. In his hand, a tall spear. But, where a normal spear would have had a pointed metal end designed for impaling foes, this spear had a large, billowing, white flag.

Astrid glanced at Agvior where he was talking with Auriel. They spoke quickly in hushed whispers before coming to an agreement. "Astrid, Sigrid, with me. We'll see what the messenger wants," he commanded before dismounting and striding forward.

"_Be careful, hatchling,"_ Stormfly cooed as she nudged Astrid lovingly.

"_I will,"_ Astrid responded, giving Stormfly a reassuring scratch under her chin.

Together, the three of them walked forth confidently, where the messenger had stopped in the middle of the field to await them. Neither wanted to venture past the halfway point, in case they had to flee back to their respective allies. Astrid looked up, trying her best to ignore the slobbering, growling steed that eyed her like she was fresh meat. A dark elf woman met her gaze, a sneer on her lips and disgust in her eyes. "You should be gracious," she spat at the three of them, "that our gods are merciful. _Lord Vrangr_ bids that you surrender, and in return, you will be allowed to flee. Any deception on your part," she said, glaring at the three of them in turn, "will result in your total destruction."

Astrid glared back at the dark elf woman, the way she pronounced _Lord Vrangr_, it was almost intimate, loving. As if she knew him better than Astrid herself did. It annoyed her to no end, and caused her grip on Allr'bani to tighten. It would be so easy to draw her sword, lop off the beast's head, and then sink the blade into the bitch's heart before she even knew what happened. Then she could feast on her magic.

"… _Feast on her magic?" _Astrid repeated in her mind. _"Where did that notion come from?"_

Under her hand's grasp, Allr'bani writhed and slithered, causing Astrid to release her grip. The sword ceased its movements reluctantly, falling back asleep. "You have until noon to give your answer. A single bolt of magic in the sky, green for surrender," the dark elf intoned, casting her glare back at Astrid, "or blue for slaughter."

Astrid felt her anger flare, again. And with that, the dark elf turned her steed away and galloped back to the enemy army, a trail of dust in her wake. "What do we do?" Astrid asked hotly, anger tinging her tone.

Agvior sighed deeply. "It is not above Hiccup to lie, but in this instance, I do not believe he would trick us only to make his victory easier. I think the offer genuine," he stated.

Sigrid cast a glance back, where Auriel was watching them like a hawk from Agvior's dragon. "I don't think she's gonna like this," she said, indicating her head back to the new queen.

Astrid nodded her head. "Do we not tell her, then? Just shoot up a green signal?" she said.

"And what do we tell her when we march into their lines with our weapons sheathed?" Agvior pointed out. "No, we must tell her," he added.

Sigrid sighed. "Fine," she drawled.

The three of them swiftly returned, keenly aware of the idle dancing of the army. They were nervous. "So?" Auriel posed, impatient to be explained.

Astrid was about to tell her, word for word, what the messenger said, but thought better of it. "We've been offered an ultimatum: leave peacefully, or not at all," Agvior summarized.

Auriel stared blankly at them for a moment. "Very well," she intoned quietly.

"That's… that's it?" Sigrid asked tentatively.

"Yes," Auriel snapped. "I've had some hours to think. We may lose Alfheim, but so long as its people still draw breath, it will never truly be lost. I have faith we will, one day, claim victory over this darkness that plagues our lands."

Astrid smiled. She knew Auriel would pull through, eventually. Agvior sent Astrid a nod, and she raised her hand, pointed a single finger in the air, and shot a bolt of emerald magic into the sky. Together, the four of them waited, and watched.

For a long time, nothing happened. Then, miraculously, the enemy lines began to clamor and part. For nearly thirty minutes they marched, until a large swath of land, nearly a mile in length, was clear for them. It was too far for arrows and all but the most powerful magics to reach, and thus, relatively safe. "Relay orders," Agvior commanded to one of the officers standing near him, briefly explaining the situation. "Under no circumstances are we to attack," he added seriously.

Together, the four of them slowly inched forward on their dragons, ready to take flight at a moment's notice. The tension was palpable in the air, making it seem as if they were breathing underwater. Both sides were nervous beyond all imagining. All it took was for the other to step out of line, and it would be a bloodbath the likes of which was not seen since the dawn of time. There would be no organized fighting, no commanders to issue orders. It would be an all out melee for dominance.

Step by agonizing step, the alliance marched forward. Every once in a great while, they would catch a glimpse of a dark elf on the crags or in the trees, watching them. They never did more than that. "Scouts," Sigrid intoned in a whisper.

After what seemed like an eternity, the World Gate came into sight as they emerged into a large clearing of tree stumps that had been cleared away by the dark elves. Standing directly beneath the World Gate was Hiccup, with Fenrir standing besides him. Toothless was curled around the both of them protectively.

Agvior motioned for everyone to stay put, not willing to risk another confrontation between Astrid, Sigrid, and Hiccup, let alone Auriel and Hiccup. The bad blood between them would be legendary. As the old elf approached, Fenrir seemed to shift on his feet, as if nervous about letting him near Hiccup. Toothless was calmer, but still attentative.

For a long time, neither said anything. Then Agvior sighed. "I would like permission to use magic, and your word that I will not be cut down while doing so," he asked softly.

"No doubt to create a bridge to ascend," Hiccup stated. Agvior nodded in answer.

"Fine," Hiccup said, moving out of the way to let his former mentor do his work. Agvior crouched, placed both hands on the grassy floor of his homeworld, and commanded that trees burst forth. Large, towering, woody plants erupted, devoid of leaves. They continued to grow and grow, until they were hundreds of feet in height. The tallest of which ended at the ring of the World Gate, the shortest of which was a mere foot off the ground. It was a large staircase, angling upwards to the heavens.

Hiccup nodded to himself, impressed his teacher had so much power still in him at his age. Agvior's chest heaved for air, and he was soaked with sweat. "By your leave," he said through gasps, returning to the army. The two groups stared at each other, although for some, it was mainly glaring. The stairway was no more than ten feet in width, allowing perhaps six to seven men to climb at a time. It would take some hours for the entirety of their army to make the climb. They simply had to count on, and hope, that Hiccup's generosity allowed them such time.

"I shall go and open the Gate," Auriel intoned, before joining one of the first waves and quickly ascending the staircase, not wanting to be in Hiccup's company longer than necessary.

For nearly an hour the group stood in a tense silence, waiting for the army to depart through the World Gate. Hiccup kept his promise, with the dark elves' army staying far away, yet prepared to rush into battle to defend their commander should the need arise. Eventually, Astrid couldn't stand it any longer. She had been deprived of her answers because of the nature of her mission last time, and now that they were in a relatively peaceful moment, with nothing but time to burn, she spoke her mind.

"Why did you do this?" Astrid blurted out, before she had really decided what she wanted to ask. "Didn't you see the look on Auriel's face?" she added.

Hiccup glanced up from the rock he had found so very fascinating for the past hour. "Surely you see that this is— is wrong," she stammered. "Evil," she clarified.

"Good and evil and merely perspectives used by those who have to justify their actions," Hiccup intoned. "I don't have to justify myself to anyone," he said.

"Even me?" Astrid questioned hotly.

"_Especially_ you," Hiccup said pointedly. "You're my counterpart, my equal. You know me better than anyone else ever will. You, of all people, should understand," he said.

Astrid fumed. "And what of honor, hmm?" Agvior spoke up, with a quirked eyebrow.

Hiccup scoffed. "Stand in the ashes of a million dead souls and ask the spirits if honor matters," he stated. "The silence is your answer," he added after a few moments, allowing his point to sink in.

"If you think I ever believed in that ridiculous oath, your age is affecting you more than I thought. It was a naive, foolish promise you made us swear, and I thought that even before I met Loki," Hiccup explained at his mentor's saddened look.

"There is still good in you, I know it," Astrid stated authoritatively.

"Yes, I know. I'm doing "good," as you call it, right now. Alfheim is the first of the realms to fall to my father's rule," Hiccup replied sarcastically.

"All this bloodshed just for that?" Astrid yelled.

"Yes, just for that. They are my family, Astrid. The only one I have," Hiccup explained.

Astrid just glared at him, seriously considering just tackling him and beating some sense into his thick skull. Hiccup glanced over Astrid's shoulder and could see the end of the marching army. They were almost gone, and then Alfheim would truly be theirs. Astrid noticed his look and cast a quick glance backwards. "Time for you to go," he intoned quietly.

Agvior shook his head sadly and made to walk up his makeshift stairs. Astrid remained behind, with Sigrid staying with her. She would leave when Astrid left, and not a moment sooner. Astrid sighed, and stepped in line behind the last wave of warriors as she ascended the stairs. She had an overwhelming urge to reach out to Hiccup, to hold him and kiss him and tell him how much she loved him, still. But she didn't. Sigrid followed after her, stopping only to give Hiccup a brief glare.

In a few moments, they were gone. The energy sustaining the World Gate ceased and filled the clearing with a disturbing sense of quiet. Hiccup took a deep breath and began to bark orders. "I want the Gate properly sealed and guarded at all times! Start construction immediately and get into guard rotations! Send out scouts to get reports on the status of the other cities!"

The dark elves immediately set to work as Agvior's wooden stairs began to crumble and return to dust. They had a lot of work to do, and little time to do it.

"Alfheim is ours!" Hiccup roared, to the cheering of the dark elves.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid and her group returned to a very chaotic Vanaheim. Tensions were high in the wake of the attack on the Grand Magic Games' arena, with much of the blame being put on the Vanir for both not doing more to protect the arena and the fact that they were the only people spared from the blast. It was a curious thing, Astrid thought, how Agvior had said teleportation was a magical impossibility, yet it appeared as if much of the Vanir populace, as well as all of the competing teams, were "teleported" to safety.<p>

Grandmaster Frode had several intriguing theories on how and what happened, most likely being, that the dark elf had somehow trapped the entire life energy of several tens of beings within her flesh before joining them in becoming magical fire. Frode theorized that some of that energy was used to prevent the Vanir from dying, as well as protecting the city itself. How exactly this was accomplished was anyone's guess. Loki had clearly not been idling away his time as leisurely as everyone thought.

Astrid and Sigrid were relieved of their command, returning to do the bidding of the Order. Together, they aided in the relief efforts as best they could. Auriel was given a portion of land, temporarily, near the delta at the mouth of the river. It was where most of the plant life on the desert realm of Vanaheim was located, and the closest thing to home for the elven refugees. The elves quickly set to work, weaving their own unique magics to plant and grow trees and turn them into homes. Within a few weeks, there were several acres of hardy, desert resistant trees growing, in which the elves made due.

Everything had been going well for Astrid, relatively speaking, if you didn't include her lover becoming one of the most wanted men in all the realms. That was, at least, until the tribunal was called.

That was how Astrid, Sigrid, Agni, Thor, Auriel, and most surprisingly, Valka, found themselves on Asgard. Joining them were hundreds, if not thousands, of important figures in every level of government between the alliance of Asgard, Alfheim, Nidavellir, and Vanaheim. The large courtroom they were standing in was packed from wall to wall with people, all eager to hear the deliberations of Odin Allfather.

The crowd's chattering died down as Odin tapped the butt of Gungnir on the stone floor, eliciting a thunderous echo. "Silence," he commanded. "I now call this court to order."

Everyone quieted and either took their seats, or if none were available, stood discreetly as possible. "In light of the recent loss of Alfheim," Odin intoned, at which people began whispering, "it has become apparent that the Betrayer, Loki, has secured a capable general the likes of which tip the war in his favor."

The whispering became louder, until it was no longer whispering. Odin used Gungnir to silence the crowd again. "Therefore, in light of his recent actions, as well as his betrayal of the Order of Dragon Knights, I have no choice but to issue an order for the capture, or slaying of, Vrangr Lokison. A special task force shall be assembled for this task, and it has been decided that they shall have an authority no less than our own," Odin intoned, ending his speech.

The crowd was silent. "Should any wish to volunteer, now is the time," Odin said. Astrid tensed. She couldn't let anyone else do this but her. One way or another, she was going to be a part of the task force.

Before Astrid had even made up her mind, another stepped forward. "Your Majesty," Valka greeted, bowing slightly in respect. "If I may, I would like to request that I be the leader of this task force. Hiccup, or rather Vrangr, is my son by blood, and it is my duty as his mother to bring him to justice. However… I would ask that, in this case, you practice mercy. I will not kill my son, but I will capture him," Valka said eloquently. The wildness in her manner had decreased since joining the Order, Astrid thought. She still wielded her strange staff weapon, and on occasion, walked on four legs instead of two, but she was getting better.

Odin considered her offer for a time. After much deliberation, he spoke. "Very well," he decreed, before silencing the growing whispers of the crowd with another tap of Gungnir. "Who else wishes to volunteer?"

Astrid stepped forward before Odin had even finished speaking. Shortly behind her was Sigrid, followed by Agni and Thor. No one else stepped forward. Astrid couldn't blame them. They were just tasked with marching into enemy territory, alone, and to capture one of the most dangerous men alive, who would be guarded by his dragon and no doubt an army. Suddenly, and surprisingly, Auriel stepped forward. At Odin's strange look, she spoke up. "I find that there is little need for a queen without a kingdom in which for her to rule. I am also not well versed in the ways of a monarch, and as such, most of what needs doing is handled by my trusted advisors. I trust that they can handle my business while I am away," she explained. "My power and knowledge in magic will be invaluable," she added, noting that besides her, the next most powerful magician in their group was Agni.

Odin nodded after a minute of thinking. "Very well," he stated, casting a quick glance around the room. "You six wield the authority of the alliance and are tasked with the capture of Vrangr Lokison. All whom you meet will provide aid, without question," the Allfather intoned, before tapping Gungnir and dismissing the tribunal.

The six newly christened members of the task force to capture Hiccup shared uneasy glances and small smiles with each other, even Auriel. They knew that they were the instrument of history. Their actions, whether fruitful or not, would change the course of the war.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid sat, deep in thought, with her legs crossed underneath her. She was less thinking, and more feeling. She was in a state of meditation, as she tried to divine something she had been working on for the past several years. She had all but mastered her enhancement magic to the point where there was little left for her to learn, and what little there was, came easily to her.<p>

So she set about the long, arduous process of discovering her second speciality in magic. Astrid had, previously, been working in Hiccup's illusory world where he could control time. While in the real world, perhaps only three or four years had passed, Astrid spent nearly a full decade within the confines of her mind training.

It was, after that full decade of training, that Astrid came to a conclusion. Either she had no second speciality, or it was something so infinitesimal and specific that her mind simply couldn't comprehend it. She was a warrior at heart, not a magician. Most of the people she knew were. It was also common that people only ever discover their first speciality and never delve deeper, simply content to fully master their first. And Astrid was content with that. She had made her peace long ago with that fact.

But, she needed an answer. An answer, a counter, to Hiccup's newly revealed power, his connection to the Veil. Astrid knew it could make him intangible, untouchable by both physical and magical attacks. She knew he could phase through solid objects, allowing him to travel through them with ease. And, most recently, she knew he was capable of near instantaneous travel by means of travelling through the Veil itself. Astrid was sorely tempted to return to Asgard and see if she could read the journal of Galmann the Mad, which no doubt held some keys to the mystery of the power itself.

However, Astrid also knew that minds much more intelligent than her own had labored over the journal for hundreds, if not thousands, of years. And they had all not discovered anything of great importance. Only a significantly powerful illusion master, like Hiccup, or Loki, or Galmann, would be able to make use of anything in the journal. Astrid herself could hardly fathom what the black curtain would look like. The only reason she knew was because she caught a brief glimpse of it when Loki was training Hiccup.

And that was where Astrid's solution came from. It was so simple, so elementary, that she figured no one had ever tried it before. She didn't need to become proficient enough in illusion magic to use the Veil herself, though that was one of her first thoughts, she just needed something to stand on par with it. Something that both the Veil, the immaterial world, and the realms, the material worlds, had in common. Something that bridged the two of them.

It was so simple. Magic. Well, not magic, but energy. Arcane energy. In its purest, most basic, raw form. Not refined and manipulated like when used in spells, just raw energy. In its most primal form, it was nearly useless on its own unless changed into something or used to do something. Yet, Astrid had an idea.

And that brought her back to her current labor, using her enhancement magic to increase the control she had on her own reservoir of arcane energy. She had grown increasingly proficient at it, having built up a decent level of control herself just learning to fight Hiccup's illusions during their training. It was ironic, really, that Hiccup's own training would help her beat him. She had continued her training on her own, using her enhancement magic to assist her. She had gotten to the point where it was child's play to break illusions and even shield a limited number of others, as she had demonstrated with Sigrid, from illusions as well.

Now her control grew to even loftier heights. She was able to, quite literally, split her sea of arcane energy down the middle, all the way to the bottom, where the strange white pearl that represented the entrance to the Realm Eternal lay dormant. She could then manipulate the two separate bodies of energy into rising up and transforming into two perfect replicas of Toothless and Stormfly, and now into picture perfect images of both herself and Hiccup.

And yet for all her control, her goal had eluded her. Astrid's plan was quite simple. Use her raw arcane energy like a battering ram, and beat Hiccup within a quite literal inch of his life. If her theory was right, his intangibility wouldn't work, and if she used her enhancement magic to its fullest, she could hit him before he could "teleport." It was, in her opinion, the perfect plan.

With only one problem. She couldn't "wield" her raw arcane energy. It had no tangible form, there was nothing to control. And so, she sat in her tent, for hours on end, trying to find a way to use her energy as a weapon. And this night, like so many others, ended in her frustrated growl and a scowl on her face.

Astrid opened her eyes to find Sigrid sipping on a tankard of ale and watching her with amusement. Astrid picked up a pebble and tried to throw it into her drink. Sigrid deftly covered her tankard with her hand with more speed than Astrid thought possible. "Let's see you try and find your second speciality!" Astrid quipped.

Sigrid scoffed. "No, thank you. I'm quite happy with my earth magic and my trusty warhammer, thank you," the dwarf replied, taking another long drink of ale.

Astrid sighed before standing and flopping down on her cot, resting her hands behind her head and staring at the roof of their tent. _"Don't worry, hatchling, you'll get it soon,"_ Stormfly cooed, reassuring her rider. Both her and Hlif were outside the tent, guarding their riders.

"_Thanks, Stormfly,"_ Astrid said, making a mental reminder to give her dragon a good scratch tomorrow morning.

With another heavy sigh, Astrid closed her eyes and allowed herself to fall asleep. They were to be awake early, before the sun even rose, and off chasing Hiccup. Valka was nervous about confronting her son, and Astrid couldn't blame her.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup stood in his room, looking out through a large window he had recently transfigured out of stone. Whatever he had done on Svartalfheim had, for better or worse, been permanent. He was now perfectly comfortable in the cold, even the bone chilling frost of Jotunheim. He wore little more than a thin cotton tunic and a pair of loose fitting trousers, and chose to walk barefoot. The servants thought he was completely and utterly mad, many of them having lost feet and digits to frostbite. Yet, Hiccup remained fine.<p>

His current object of fascination was the woods beneath their floating home. The Lost Woods, as it was known on Jotunheim. The woods were cursed in the truest sense of the word. Those who entered the woods never left, and more often than not, rose up to ensure that others who entered didn't leave either. Hiccup didn't believe in spirits, but only one word could be used to describe the phenomena that plagued the woods: haunted.

The scholar in him found it utterly fascinating. The logical part in him found life a bit too valuable to relinquish itself to the mercy of the woods just yet. It did make a good barrier between their home and the rest of the realm however. The only things out this far in the wastelands of Jotunheim were them, whatever plagued the woods, and the occasional troll.

A knock at the door drew Hiccup's attention. A servant entered, a frost giant woman. "My god," the woman said, bowing low, "Lord Loki summons you."

Hiccup nodded and waved a hand to dismiss the woman. He had hoped to get a little more rest before being sent out on another mission by his father. It had only been two weeks since they managed to capture and secure Alfheim. The dark elves had finally managed to secure a foothold strong enough to allow Hiccup to leave and return to his family for some well deserved, albeit short lived, rest.

Hiccup slung the baldric of Tyrfing over his chest and padded through the halls, the sound of flesh on cold stone echoing. A few servants shook their heads at how he was dressed. The chill of Jotunheim was legendary and unforgiving to all but the frost giants. It was only a short walk to the spiral staircase that led down into the dungeons, which were used more as a lab by Loki than actual dungeons.

It was a short walk to navigate through the winding corridors until Hiccup came to a small, metal door. He opened it unceremoniously without knocking. Loki stood, laboring over a cauldron of something foul smelling, wearing a thick leather apron and gloves, with a strange helmet that covered his entire face. As his father turned to face him, Hiccup could see the contents of the cauldron glowing a bright, sickly green color.

"Ah, Vrangr, good to see you," Loki greeted as he slipped off his leather gloves and apron. "Concentrated basilisk venom," he explained at Hiccup's curious look towards the cauldron.

"Ah," Hiccup replied, now noticing the body of his father's familiar laying across a nearby table.

"I've decided on our next course of action, now that Alfheim is secured," Loki said. "Since you are the only one who has experience with the Star Forge, I want you to lead our attack on Nidavellir."

Hiccup grew contemplative. He knew that Loki wanted to take Nidavellir next, he just didn't know why. Now he knew. The Star Forge, the smithy where he had created Allr'bani, the greatest secret of the dwarves. It was a mythical workshop housed within the heart of their planet's "sun" that gave unique enchantments to anything forged within. An army with weapons created in the Star Forge would be nigh unbeatable. "Very well," Hiccup affirmed. "When do I leave?"

Loki grinned. "Tonight," he said.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"Everyone up!" Valka shouted, increasing the volume of her voice with magic so that it caused everyone's ears to ring.<p>

Astrid fell out of bed as she reached for Allr'bani. Sigrid bolted up, standing on her cot and hefting her warhammer with one hand above her head. In the other tents around their camp, Thor, Agni, and Auriel also woke up with similar reactions.

"We've got a few minutes before we leave! Nidavellir calls for aid, and they think Hiccup is leading the charge!" Valka commanded as she rushed around the camp, putting out the fire and attaching her packs to Cloudjumper. She was already wearing her signature, albeit much improved, tribal armor. In her hand was her trusty staff.

Astrid shot out of bed and slipped on her clothes before donning her armor. She strapped her axe, which had been repaired as best as it could be, to her back. Allr'bani was lashed to her belt with a leather strap for lack of a sheathe. She really had to steal that from Hiccup the next time they met. Maybe he would have it on him.

Across from her, Sigrid was doing the same. In only a few minutes, they were fully armed and armored. When they exited their tent, they found their friends in similar condition. Agni yawned and blinked away the sleep from his eyes. Thor did much the same, albeit with much less couth. The more time Astrid spent around him, the more he reminded her of Snotlout.

Astrid, Valka, Sigrid, and Thor mounted their dragons, while Agni joined Sigrid on her dragon, and Auriel rode with Astrid. They were among the clouds in seconds, racing towards the World Gate. If they were quick, they could stop the battle before it even began.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>In a small room, deep beneath the royal palace on Nidavellir. The various clan leaders met. It was not a rare occurrence, for it had happened every time they needed to select a new king, though it was a lengthy occurrence when it did. They had been without a king for several months now, and were no closer to coming to a decision now than they were when they first began.<p>

It was also the most secure stronghold in the entire realm, deep underground and protected by thousands upon thousands of feet of rock, the only entrance was a closely guarded secret— little more than a crevice in the rock, barely large enough for a dwarf to fit through. At the end of a long crawl was a series of doors made of adamantite, twenty feet thick each, and covered with runes of strengthening and warding. It was a veritable fortress.

When the attack happened, the clan leaders stayed put, opting to command their defense from the safety of their fortress while continuing to debate who among them would rise as the next Konungr.

Of those vying for the honor of being the next king was Ragnarr, chief of the King's Hammer clan. He was also the father of Sigrid, and a friend of Hiccup. It was their clan that provided the weapons and armor their armies needed to fend off the invasion, and it gave him the extra clout he needed to swing the other clan leaders favor. In a gambit that could decide the fate of his very life and the freedom of his kin, Ragnarr made a bluff: support me in my bid to be king, or my clan will pull our support for the war. The clan leaders has no choice.

Thus, Ragnarr was crowned the next Konungr, the 313th in a long line of royalty that has existed since the dawn of time. While she didn't know it, that made Sigrid crown princess, first in line to the throne should her father die, or abdicate. The 312nd Konungr had no living family, outliving them by centuries, which was why the clan leaders were meeting in the first place.

With their business finally concluded, the clan leaders, and their new king, emerged from their fortress to lead the war from the front.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Dwarves, with the natural lack of magic, were warriors all: strong, brave, and a bit foolhardy. They charged headfirst into the conflict with the frost giants, and at the head of their army, was Hiccup. Fenrir was given another mission, and now that Hiccup himself was mostly back on his feet, he no longer needed a guard. Still, that didn't stop Hel from accompanying her youngest brother into the battlefield.<p>

Hel herself would never admit it, but she, or rather, the both of her, loved their little brother dearly. Hel worried, sometimes, that a little bit of Fenrir was rubbing off on her in that she always made sure to look out for her little brother more than the other members of her family. That was why she decided to accompany him since her father had no use for her elsewhere, at the moment. Their spies had reported that the Allfather had created a special task force with but one goal: the capture of Hiccup at any cost.

That, to Hel, was unacceptable. She knew what horrors awaited those who were captured by the Allfather; grueling torture, mind breaking, and finally, when he had no further use for them, execution. Such a thing could not be allowed to pass. For one, it would have a devastating effect on the war effort. And for two, and even more importantly, Hel would not let her favorite sibling come to harm.

"Are you okay?" Hiccup said, turning his head back to look at his sister.

Hel blinked twice. "Yeah, I'm fine," Hel answered sweetly, speaking with her "light" half. She gave Hiccup a tight hug from behind as they soared over the city on the back of Toothless. Below them, the frost giants did their work. Waves of ice coated the city, either freezing the dwarves in the ice or locking them within their homes. While being sealed in the ice directly didn't kill the dwarves instantly due to their natural resistance to magic, it was a cruel fate.

"Where are we headed again?" Hel asked, in a very girlish voice.

"The Star Forge. The entrance is in a secret room located far beneath the royal palace. No doubt it is guarded heavily, on top of whatever guards the clan leaders and their new king have in place to defend themselves," Hiccup answered as he examined the battle far below them. Every once in a while, Hiccup would stop to give commands or suggestions to the frost giants. They rarely needed it. The frost giants were born for war, it was in their blood, perhaps their very souls. The dwarves did the best they could to defend their city, but alas, it was slowly falling to them.

"Is it… dangerous?" Hel asked, in a gravely, masculine voice, her "dark" side speaking this time.

"No, or at least, it shouldn't be. The door to the forge itself is a strange piece of magic, no doubt father will want to inspect it personally after the battle is over," Hiccup said, not even flinching at the sudden change in Hel's voice. It was one of the reasons Hel loved him so. He wasn't afraid of her, either of her. It didn't bother him in the slightest.

It earned him another tight embrace as a reward. "If you say so," Hel replied sweetly, her "light" side speaking again.

For all their talk of danger, neither of them, nor Toothless, sensed the approaching danger from above that was four dragons, four friends, an angry lover, and a mother.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

_*grins evilly*_ This chapter was short, because the next chapter or two are real heavy hitters. We'll see how many people I manage to make stop reading. This is the turning point, people. I'll have to record how many followers I have before I post the next chapter to compare to what I have after.

I'm trying out a new format for the start of my chapters, since I went back and read some of my key chapters lately for inspiration. I didn't like how the text formatted with the "Next " button. Hopefully this fixes it. Let me know how you like it.

I decided that, for the Nidavellir battle, that Hel would accompany Hiccup instead of Fenrir in an attempt to flesh out her character. Narfi, and at some point, Vali (and even Jormungandr!) will be the same.

There are a couple of things I'm going to be starting to introduce as the plot advances that I know a lot of you have been asking for: more dragons (Toothless, Stormfly, etc), Astrid's second speciality (she is working on it), Valka's role in the story, as well as the "A-team" (as I've dubbed it) plotline. There is one more member I've decided to add to the A-team that I think you guys will like. I haven't mentioned his name, but I have mentioned his race, once in this chapter. Perhaps the eagle eyed among you will catch it, since I only said it once.

Someone asked me about the different terminology I use to describe magic users so I figured I would clarify here. They all basically mean the same thing, but usually refer to differing levels of skill in magic. Despite most residents of the nine realms being able to use magic, a lot of the time they are no more powerful than any other common warrior. "Spellcaster" is the broad term which encompasses every person who can use magic, which, in the nine realms, is almost everyone (sans humans and dwarves). "Magician" is the more common word used to describe a practitioner of magic, and usually denotes that the person is equally good with both magic and the sword. Astrid, Sigrid, and Thor are at this level. "Mage," or "magus," on the other hand, denotes a degree of skill, i.e. they are more proficient in magic than the sword. Auriel is at this level, with Agni _almost_ there. Valka is as well, now that I think about it.

Typically 90% of the population falls into two categories: spellcaster or magician. Very few rise to the rank of magus, where they peak. Only the select few rise on to achieve the title of sorcerer, which is held by the most powerful magic users, such as Loki, Odin, Frode, Galmann, etc. These people are like the Einsteins of magic. The inventors, the scholars, the researchers. Hiccup himself is well on his way to this rank, if not there already.

Guest — time travel is one of those things I like to consider a magical impossibility. It may, however, be possible for Astrid to travel to a parallel reality (possibly through means of the Veil, or an accident during travelling through one of the World Gates) that was following a similar timeline where Hiccup had yet to join Loki, or perhaps even leave Midgard at all. I was actually considering a spin-off series or one-shot where Hiccup gets into one such accident and meets his younger self of the _real_ HTTYD universe (i.e., no magic or mythology) and helps him become a better person. **I still might do that, actually… how many of you guys would be interested in such a thing?**

I've also been working on a one-shot that details the history of the Night Furies, the prophecy that sparked their genocide, as well as who Toothless' parents are, how Toothless ended up on Midgard, and how the Red Death came to be in possession of him. I'm a little hesitant to release it, as one of the characters in it would spoil the future plot of Hail to the King, as she is quite important. We'll see. Maybe I'll ask a couple of you reviewers about your opinions on it. I really need to find someone to bounce ideas off of...

Anyways, thanks for reading and reviewing, hope you guys enjoyed.

- Musica


	37. Tragedy

**Chapter 37: Tragedy**

_by Code Musica_

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup and Hel snapped their heads up the moment they heard a strange sound. It was like a wingbeat, except it sounded like four beats instead of two. They had only a moment to look into the maw of a giant dragon before they were nearly knocked from the saddle. Toothless cried out in pain as two giant clawed feet clamped around his abdomen and hind quarters.<p>

"Toothless!" Hiccup exclaimed at the sight of his dragon being hurt. Rage coursed through his veins as he turned on the dragon and emerald green lightning crackled through his right arm. A loud, echoing boom resounded through the skies as Hiccup unleashed the bolt of lightning on the rust colored dragon.

Hiccup saw the wards surrounding the dragon flare to life. He grinned as he saw them struggle to block his attack. Hiccup put a little more power into his spell and the wards fell. His grin grew cruel as he heard the dragon roar in pain as his bolt of lightning tore through the flesh of its underbelly, spilling boiling hot blood over Toothless' back. Hel conjured a shield to prevent them from being burned by the scalding liquid.

"Go, Toothless!" Hiccup yelled, and Toothless darted off faster than the eye could follow. Whoever had attacked them made a fatal mistake. Challenging a Night Fury, the king of all dragons, to an aerial duel was a fatal error. Hiccup glanced back towards where they had been attacked and saw a large, four winged dragon giving chase. On its back was a rider wearing a strange green colored tribal armor and twirling a staff in the air.

"_Mother," _Hiccup spat. _"Toothless, circle around and hit them with a fire blast,"_ he commanded.

"_With pleasure,"_ Toothless replied, eager to get revenge for his wounds. Toothless pivoted on the spot, turning around completely in the span of less than a second. The motion caused Hiccup and Hel to feel a little sick, but they held their bile down. Toothless screeched as he charged a violet colored blast of fire, putting enough power into the attack to incinerate the both of them instantly.

Toothless barely caught the glimmer of purple hide out of the corner of his eye. The next thing he saw was a flash of purple lightning thundering towards them. Toothless redirected his attack, causing the lightning to cancel out. Hiccup looked over. Thor was raising his hammer, Mjolnir, in challenge atop his Skrill, Duna. In front of him was Valka on Cloudjumper. Behind the two of them, Astrid approached on Stormfly with Sigrid on Hlif following close behind. They were surrounded by four riders. And, even worse, they brought reinforcements in the form of Auriel and Agni. Six against two and four against one were bad odds, even for the best of warriors.

"Well, this is a surprise. I didn't think you would all come after me," Hiccup yelled over the roar of the wind.

"Don't fight us, Hiccup!" Astrid yelled. "Just surrender!"

Hiccup's eyes flickered to each person in turn. The odds were against him, but it was possible. And if he won… he could take Astrid back to the isle on Jotunheim, where she would be safe from the war and out of the way.

"Hel," Hiccup whispered. "We're going to dive. There's a small crag just below us where we can fight. I want you to stay and help Toothless while I fight the other riders."

"Right," Hel affirmed, her voice gravely as her dark side spoke.

Hiccup grinned. _"Now, Toothless!" _he yelled.

Astrid saw the grin and knew what was coming. "Hiccup, no!" she exclaimed.

She was too late. Nothing was faster than a Night Fury. Toothless was landing on the crags below them in less than a second. Astrid dived after him, followed shortly by the rest of the group.

Hiccup dismounted Toothless and stood at the far end of the crag. "Be careful, little brother," Hel whispered before moving up in the saddle and getting more comfortable.

"You too, the both of you," Hiccup said, giving Toothless a quick once over to make sure he was okay. The bleeding had already stopped, as the punctures were shallow on account of his strong hide. Toothless barked in affirmation and took to the skies, causing gusts of wind to buffet the crags. Hiccup straightened his posture and glared at the approaching riders.

Valka saw Hiccup dismount and Toothless take flight. "Dragons go after Toothless, riders stay on the ground to capture Hiccup," she commanded. Each of the four dragons landed briefly, allowing their riders to dismount, before taking off after Toothless.

Toothless led the four dragons away from the crags, so that their own battle would not interfere with Hiccup's own. Of the two fights, his was undoubtedly the most difficult. He had more opponents, and he cared for each of them. Toothless had only four opponents, and no such weaknesses, not to mention he had the help of Hel.

Hiccup cast quick glances at the six approaching warriors. Astrid, an angry scowl on her face, which was kind of cute in Hiccup's opinion, wielding Allr'bani. Valka, idly twirling her staff weapon with a sad look on her face. Thor had a broad grin, as he always did when he fought. Lightning arced across the head of Mjolnir. Sigrid had swapped her large two-handed warhammer for a one-handed warhammer and a mithril round shield. Auriel had a blank, emotionless stare. She wielded nothing, but her bow was strapped to her back. Agni had a conflicted feeling plastered on his face, flames licking his fists. He was nervous.

"So, who was it?" Hiccup asked conversationally, as if he wasn't cornered.

"Who was who?" Valka asked.

"Who brought this little band of vigilantes together?" Hiccup clarified sarcastically, rolling his shoulders. Astrid tried to ignore the habit, as it reminded her of their time on Berk before he left.

Valka frowned. "The Allfather wanted you captured, dead or alive. I managed to convince him that I could capture you, but only if he revoked the dead part," she said.

"Ah, well, you'll have to excuse me if I'm not thrilled. You don't know what the Allfather does to those in his dungeons, do you? I'd rather be dead," Hiccup stated.

"Enough talk, let's just capture him!" Thor exclaimed, stepping forward and readying his hammer.

Hiccup took a step back and got into a stance for casting spells. He didn't want to use Tyrfing until he absolutely had to. There was a tension in the air for a few moments before the battle erupted. Astrid, Sigrid, Thor, and Valka all charged Hiccup at the same time, brandishing their weapons. Behind them, Auriel and Agni prepared to cast magic.

Hiccup was their better, though. He worked faster than the speed of thought, instantly casting three spells simultaneously. The first, a broad illusion designed to ensnare the senses of everyone present and toss them into a nightmare featuring their fears. The second, he raised his left hand, conjuring a sphere of emerald energy. The air surrounding Hiccup was sucked in and compressed. The third, he lowered his right hand, sending tendrils of emerald energy into the stone below his feet.

It was a testament to his mastery over magic that he could work three spells of such power at the same time. At once, the sphere of compressed air exploded, and like a scythe reaping the grain, long blades of air sliced at the six of them, threatening to eviscerate them. From below, spears made from stone erupted, their points sharpened to a needle, easily capable of piercing armor and flesh.

Astrid recoiled only momentarily when Hiccup collapsed, bleeding and dead. She dashed away the illusion with a mere thought, having plenty of practice. Valka did much the same, only her illusion contained both Hiccup and Stoick. It took her a few moments longer than Astrid. Sigrid skidded to a stop as she felt her arms and legs being held down by thick leather straps. The image of a large helmet, crackling with electricity, descended upon her. It was a reminder of the horrors she suffered on Nidavellir to save Astrid. Thor, strangely enough, was confused when Hiccup turned into a giant golden throne, the very same that sat in the royal palace on Asgard. Auriel was greeted with the sight of her mother's corpse, or what she imagined it to be in her worst nightmares. A giant sea serpent, countless hundreds of feet in length, reared its head and roared at Agni.

Only Astrid and Valka managed to escape the illusions on their own, where they quickly moved to free their allies. Just in time, too, as Sigrid, Thor, Auriel, and Agni were forced to evade great scythes of compressed wind and long spears of stone erupting from the floor.

Thor jumped skyward, twirling Mjolnir, which elicited a strange humming noise. He charged a bolt of lightning and sent it thundering towards Hiccup. Hiccup responded by transfiguring a chunk of stone into sand, and then transmuting that sand into metal. The lightning hit the wall of sand, breaking against it harmlessly. Hiccup threw his arm out, causing the metal sand to transfigure into hundreds of small daggers, which he propelled towards all six of them.

Astrid used her enhancement magic to increase her speed, allowing her to knock each knife down with Allr'bani. Valka twirled her staff, deflecting everything aimed at her. Sigrid conjured a large stone wall from nothing with her earth magic, which shielded herself and Auriel. Agni danced gracefully between all the knives, while Thor simply flew out of the way with Mjolnir.

Everyone was breathing hard, not from effort, but from the adrenaline coursing through their veins. The only exception was, of course, Hiccup, who benefited from whatever side effects the blood ritual had on him.

"You are a worthy opponent, Hiccup!" Thor yelled from several tens of feet in the air. "Perhaps the strongest the enemy has to offer, aside from my brother himself! Let's see how you deal with this! Everyone move!"

Thor raised Mjolnir over his head, where great bolts of lightning crackled to life as he charged his hammer. Everyone sprinted out of the way of the attack, which came a moment later. A large bolt of lightning, easily fifteen feet in width, erupted from Mjolnir as Thor swung his hammer. The lightning thundered towards Hiccup hungrily, and Astrid saw flashbacks between the events now and when Thor had originally injured him when Hiccup first came to the realms.

Hiccup smirked, dropped to his knees, and placed both hands on the stone. A giant pillar of stone erupted, but was quickly transfigured to metal. The bolt of lightning veered towards the pillar of metal where it struck, harmless to Hiccup.

Hiccup danced around the pillar, placing his left hand on the metal and pointing with his index and middle finger of his right hand. The lightning from the pillar arced across his body to his right hand, where it erupted from his fingertips and shot back towards Thor. The counterattack carried the strength of Thor's own attack, combined with even more energy from Hiccup.

Thor grunted as the bolt struck him. He used Mjolnir to block the attack, but as Hiccup well knew, Mjolnir was good for generating lightning, not necessarily dissipating or deflecting it. Thor was sent flying bodily through the air as the bolt of lightning carried him off.

Agni leapt into action, being the closest person to Hiccup. He danced, flames coating his fists and feet as he punched, sending blasts of fire towards Hiccup. A kick sent a wave of fire surging across stone towards him. Hiccup raised his right hand and conjured a wave of water to extinguish the fire even as he turned to dodge a swing from Valka's staff. Hiccup, being the superior magician, easily cancelled out Agni's fire with his water. Valka's staff struck stone, missing Hiccup by nearly a foot.

Astrid was next, swinging the flat of Allr'bani's blade at Hiccup's head, intending to knock him unconscious. Sigrid was right behind her, swinging her one-handed warhammer. Hiccup dodged Allr'bani while continuing to extinguish Agni's flames. He checked Sigrid's strike with his greaves, finding that his armor held up to the blow. He deftly knelt, grabbed her round shield by the ends, and threw the dwarf across the crags. The shield, being lashed to Sigrid's arm, allow him to throw her. No doubt she would try to punch him in the groin again for his offense. Hiccup smirked at that thought.

His smirk fell as he caught, out of the corner of his eye, the familiar golden glow of light gathering at Auriel's fingertips. Hiccup's brain went to work immediately, calculating the trajectory of the beam of light would take. With the adrenaline coursing through him, it was near instantaneous. He deftly leaned back as the beam moved at the speed of light and zoomed past his shoulder, taking a chunk of armor with it. The beam collided with a stone cliff some ways away, causing a small explosion of energy.

As a result of dodging the beam of light, Valka caught Hiccup across the cheek with the club end of her staff. She winced as she heard, more than felt, her son's cheekbone shatter. Hiccup staggered back a few feet as the pain assailed him. In a few seconds, his newfound regeneration had knit the bone back together, and his face was as good as new. Those who had not seen his regeneration, only heard of it, stared for a few moments. It was an unnatural ability, even among magic users.

Hiccup spit a small amount of blood out of his mouth and twirled on his feet, sending a great wave of emerald fire racing towards the five of them. Agni met the fire head on, parting it with expert skill. The others handled the fire in their own ways. The fire gave Hiccup enough time to work his next spell. He extracted water from the atmosphere, causing the air to become dry. Four great spheres of liquid surrounding him, floating idly. Astrid and Sigrid charged, intending to attack him again. Two of the spheres of liquid sent out whips of water at great pressure towards them. Astrid blocked with Allr'bani, the magical sword breaking the whip. Sigrid raised her shield to block. The whip of water cut through the metal like a hot knife through butter, missing her arm by mere inches. Sigrid yelped and withdrew her hand quickly, jumping away as another whip targeted her.

Everyone backed away as the whips of pressurized water continued to attack them. They saw what happened to Sigrid's shield, and no one wanted to risk the same thing happening to their limbs. They needed a plan.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Toothless and Duna roared in challenge as the two dragons collided in a whirlwind of wings, claws, and fangs. It was a battle between the two alpha predators of the sky, Night Fury versus Skrill. Duna unleashed a storm of lightning breath while Toothless attacked with blasts of violet fire. Stormfly tried to help wherever she could, but her poisoned spikes were useless because Hel used her magical threads to deflect them, and more often than not, redirect them at her allies. As a Nadder, her fire breath was slow and weak compared to the Night Fury, and she had no chance of hitting him, let alone damaging him.<p>

Cloudjumper was recovering from the wound dealt to him by Hiccup. The lightning bolt had torn through his underbelly, cutting through magic and hide alike. Nothing vital was hit, but it left a gaping wound that oozed boiling hot blood. Every beat of his heart sent a little more of his life blood spilling to the ground far, far below.

Hlif was an older dragon and a Rumblehorn, heavily armored and slow moving. Its fire breath was even slower than a Nadder's, leaving Hlif with the best strategy of catching Toothless off guard and ramming him with his superior weight and horns. Needless to say, with Toothless' speed and Hel's help, he never hit his mark.

"The Mother of Us All foretold this day, dark one! When your kind would herald the end of days, and here you are!" Duna roared in the tongue of the dragons as he sunk his teeth into Toothless' shoulder. Hel leaned forward in the saddle and punched Duna's eye, causing the dragon to roar, more in anger than pain. She cackled as the Skrill's roars turned from anger to fury as he discovered that Hel had sewn his eye shut with her threads.

"The prophecy forgot to mention that we will be victorious!" Toothless roared in response, whipping his tail across Duna's neck and charging a blast of fire before shooting it at a charging Hlif. The Rumblehorn was consumed by violet fire and groaned in pain, even despite its thick natural armor.

Duna whimpered in pain as Toothless' tail struck its back like a whip. Stormfly descended upon Toothless and Hel, her claws open wide and molten fire dripping from her jaws. Toothless rolled out of the way while Hel cackled madly and leapt from Toothless, using her threads to float through the air easily. She managed to fly over to Hlif, where she climbed onto his back. A few hand movements later, the Rumblehorn was bound with countless millions of durable magical threads. Sigrid's dragon fell from the sky and landed roughly on a rocky outcrop some hundred feet down. Hel's dark side cackled again with renewed insanity.

Toothless blocked Stormfly's claws with his own, and unleashed a torrent of violet fire to counter Stormfly's own. The two fire breaths cancelled each other out for the most part, and the two dragons were forced to separate to keep their altitude.

Hel returned to her seat on Toothless' back as the battle resumed, and the thunderous clash of great dragons echoed for miles all around.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Valka took a deep breath and sprinted forward, drawing her arm back for a vicious and powerful strike with her staff. As she approached the spheres of pressurized water, they launched their whips at her. The whips didn't even fully form before they froze and became solid ice, at which point, Valka turned the new element on its master with her own magic.<p>

Hiccup leapt back, nimbly dodging as icicles rained down on him. Valka swung her staff back and forth, trying to catch a lucky strike on her son. "Just surrender, son. I promise I won't let any harm come to you," Valka uttered between swings.

Hiccup scowled. "I'm not your son!" he yelled, as he raised his hand and sent a bolt of magic streaking out of his palm. Valka jumped to the side, avoiding the spell. Behind her, Astrid and Sigrid did the same. The spell collided with a stone cliff where the rock turned to a sickly colored liquid.

Astrid and Sigrid rushed forward, overtaking Valka with their superior speed, now that they didn't have to worry about the water whips. Together, the three of them harried Hiccup with a shower of blows. Sword, warhammer, and staff mingled together, forming a storm of attacks. Hiccup dodged as best he could, refusing to draw Tyrfing— yet— but still came away with plenty of bruises and cuts. They healed in a matter of seconds.

Thor returned, flying in the air with Mjolnir. He was red in the face, half from effort, half from anger. While Mjolnir couldn't dissipate lightning as easily as it could generate it, it could still accomplish the task given enough time. Thor sent a storm of small lightning strikes towards Hiccup, easily covering fifty feet. Dozens of tiny holes marked the stone from the impact of the lightning. Valka, Astrid, and Sigrid jumped out of the way while Agni added his fire to the barrage, and Auriel shot beams of light at Hiccup like a well trained archer.

Hiccup hissed in pain as one such beam of light caught the exposed muscle of his shoulder, between his neck and the beginning of his breastplate. Luckily, it missed the artery. Hiccup ignored the wound, adrenaline coursing through his body and numbing the pain. His magic's power rose in response to his anger at being wounded. "Enough!" Hiccup yelled, stomping his foot. The ground shook and the stone split under the sheer pressure of his energy, if not his power.

Hiccup stooped, slightly bow legged. His arms crossed in front of him, his palms facing outward. A great influx of air rushed past the six of them, gathering around Hiccup like a bubble. They all gasped for breath at the sudden loss of air, before more rushed to fill the void. Astrid, having seen a similar attack during the Grand Magic Games, knew what was coming. "Hold on to something!" she cried.

Hiccup flexed every muscle in his body in effort at controlling the massive amount of air he was compressing into a shield. He felt his energy begin to wane, and he released his hold on the magic. The bubble of compressed air exploded, sending a wave of air so solid that it felt like stone crashing into the six of them. Thor nearly lost his grip on Mjolnir as he was sent flying through the air. Sigrid had conjured two thick pillars of stone for herself and Astrid to hand on to. Astrid sunk Allr'bani into one for a better grip. Valka kneeled and used her ice magic to root her legs from the knees down to the stone. Auriel and Agni were sent skidding across the stone, nearly falling off the crags. They didn't have enough time to find something to hang on to.

Valka looked up from where she was kneeling, out in the open, to see a flash of emerald energy. A beam of light, much like Auriel's own, shot forth. She didn't have time to undo her magic and dodge. So, she prayed, and tried something. She instantly conjured a wall of pure ice, nearly translucent, and angled it away from her body. The beam of emerald light hit the wall of ice an instant after its creation, and was refracted away from Valka's body. She celebrated only for a moment as she saw the beam melt through solid stone for several feet.

Hiccup gasped at the effort and energy summoning the beam of light costed him. He got carried away in the moment and let anger rule his actions, and it cost him dearly. Light magic was almost never used outside of those with a special talent for it, exactly for the reasons Hiccup was now suffering: it was terribly costly. Hiccup was now a little under halfway drained of his energy. He sighed in relief as his regeneration finished healing the wound on his neck, replacing the charred and blackened flesh with new, pink skin. The pain was still there, but it was lessened.

And, he had just learned something interested. Ice magic could be useful, extremely useful, against light magic. He really needed to figure out if his frost giant abilities included the use of ice magic. Auriel's magic hurt. A lot.

Hiccup's chest was still heaving as Astrid and Sigrid sprinted at him from behind their pillars of stone, weapons drawn. Still recovering from his earlier use of magic, Hiccup was too tired to do much of anything, especially dodge and dance between their blows.

So he drew Tyrfing from its crimson baldric. The all too familiar and eerie tattoo spread up Hiccup's sword arm, appearing as if veins. Hiccup stood his ground and raised Tyrfing, deflecting a strike from Allr'bani. Sigrid sent a barrage of swings with her warhammer at Hiccup's kneecaps, hoping to break one of them, or both if she was lucky. Hiccup quickly changed her mind with quick stabs and slashes of Tyrfing that were aimed to cut the tendons in her wrist.

"_Kill, kill, __**kill,**__"_ Tyrfing's demonic voice echoed in Hiccup's mind.

"_No,"_ Hiccup commanded, continuing their duel and ignoring the sword. Hiccup traded blows with Astrid, Sigrid, and Valka for several minutes. Thor, seeing that he was unable to use lightning magic anymore with close quarters melee combat, descended and joined the fray. Auriel and Agni stood on the sidelines, taking lucky shots with their magic whenever they could. There was just too many people for them all to fight at the same time.

And yet, Hiccup still, somehow, managed to hold them off. Not without cost, however, but his regeneration seemed to have no limit. Every shallow cut, every fractured bone, every bruise, all healed up. And his stamina continued to exhaust them. He simply wasn't tiring like a normal man would. He was breathing heavy from his own exertion with magic, not their duel, and was only covered with a thin sheen of sweat. If they wanted to win, they needed to inflict a serious wound on him.

And, to top everything off, he hadn't even used his connection to the Veil yet. The fight was far from over. Hiccup used Tyrfing to catch the business end of Mjolnir and grunted in effort as he struggled to hold Thor's superior strength off. Valka took advantage of the struggle and quickly cast a wave of still forming ice towards Hiccup. The ice took hold, spreading across his chest and up his arms, sealing him in a cold prison.

The ice continued to spread and harden, eliciting a small cracking noise. Hiccup struggled to break the magic with brute strength that he knew he had, thanks to his connection to Astrid's magic. It would tax him, especially if she fought him for control. He scowled at the thought of becoming even more tired than he already was. Instead, he focussed on the growing sensation of comfort he felt from his contact with the ice. Though no one else could see it, Hiccup could feel the strange blue tint spreading across his body. The scholar in him found his condition fascinating, and seeing as his would be captors thought him captured, he decided to see where his condition would take him.

His skin continued to turn blue, spreading across his chest and down his arms before heading south and moving to his legs. Finally, ever so slowly, it crawled up his neck and onto his face. Astrid gasped as she felt, more than saw, the change. Hiccup's skin was an icy blue color, like the water from a glacier. Hiccup felt an almost instinctual connection to the ice he was trapped in and knew that his condition did indeed expand to the ice magic that the frost giants were known for. With a smirk, Hiccup lashed out. Valka's ice turned on her, submitting to Hiccup's will. His prison became his armor as it transformed into large icicles that shot towards each of the six would be captors.

As they all dived out of the way, Hiccup swung his arm, conjuring forth a wave of still forming ice nearly twenty feet high. The wave broke upon them in seconds. Valka conjured a dome of her own ice, hoping it would hold. Sigrid, who had landed next to Auriel and Agni, conjured a dome of stone to protect the three of them. Astrid swung a powerful swing at the ice with Allr'bani essentially destroying the part of the attack that threatened her. Thor did much the same with Mjolnir and a healthy dose of lightning.

Hiccup had expected such a display of magic to cost him dearly, but, as he suspected, he barely felt the drain at all. His condition now allowed him the use of an elemental magic, a particularly useful one at that, at little to no cost to himself. Hiccup watched as the blue tint faded from his skin, leaving it a pale white color. Without the ice, it seemed as if his condition faded. He felt that he could no longer use his ice magic without great cost. He would have to work on that, later, so that he could use it at will.

Valka's shield of ice held and she used her own powers over the element to create a small tunnel out of the glacier Hiccup had trapped them in. Sigrid, Auriel, and Agni were less fortunate. Sigrid brought down her dome of stone and found the three of them trapped inside the middle of a thick glacier. Agni tried melting the ice while Auriel directed her beams of light. Their progress was slow, and the ice resisted their attempts to melt it. Sigrid swung at the ice with her warhammer to no effect.

With his number of opponents down from six to three, Hiccup could feel the battle nearing its end. Two warriors and a mage of hardly any note against the son of Loki, who still had a little under half his strength left. Not to mention, he had yet to reveal his true power. Tyrfing continued to whisper sweet nothings of death and slaughter in his ear. Hiccup ignored them and reached for his connection to the Veil, letting it fill himself with its power.

Valka, Astrid, and Thor saw the air surrounding Hiccup distort, and then his image flickered like a candle in the wind. An eerie chill crept up their three spines as they sensed the otherworldly energy from the realm between realms. Of the three, only Astrid knew what this power was. Hiccup cast a glance over to the glacier and saw that Auriel and Agni were slowly but surely working their way out. He had but minutes to defeat the three of them.

"So it was you, that day on the island," Valka suddenly said, recognizing the chill.

Hiccup inclined his head ever so slightly, as if in appreciation for the recognition. Valka frowned. Thor was not one to mince words with his enemies. He raised his hammer high and charged, roaring a war cry. Hiccup was hesitant at testing his powers against Mjolnir, but quickly banished his fear. Since returning to his father, after nearly two decades of absence, he had resumed his training and his connection to the Veil and the control over his power was never stronger.

Before, his connection to the Veil was weak and lacking finesse. The energy spilled forth, unable to be contained. It gave him a monstrous, inhuman appearance as the energy of the Veil appeared to be nothing more than smoke made from the essence of darkness itself. Now, however, it was fully under his control. No energy was wasted, it was all contained within his body. As a result, he retained his normal appearance and instead appeared to be almost like a mirage. He could also hold the transformation for longer, and it didn't tire him so.

Thor swung Mjolnir down at Hiccup's shoulder, intending to destroy his sword arm. He didn't even move. Hiccup's heart raced as the hammer came closer and closer, until it struck flesh, and then passed through him harmlessly. He released a breath he didn't know he had been holding. As Mjolnir exited his shoulder, a black mist clung to the hammer for a few moments before dissipating. Thor looked down at his weapon, dumbstruck.

Hiccup backhanded him, allowing his arm to phase back into existence. Thor tumbled across the stone for nearly a hundred feet before colliding with a large boulder and groaning. Hiccup couldn't help but smirk at his longtime rival's pain. He had wanted to hit him for a long, long time, for what he had done to him when he first arrived in the nine realms.

Valka and Astrid attacked next, but Astrid knew it would be futile. Agvior had lectured both her and Sigrid at length on everything he knew about the Veil. From what he knew, and from what Astrid knew, there was no counter to the power the Veil provided its wielders. She had yet to develop her countermeasure, and most likely wouldn't for some time. This was now a battle of attrition, to see who tires first. Them, or Hiccup. When he could no longer sustain the connection, they could capture him.

Valka twirled her staff, coating it with long icy blades at both ends. She was a whirlwind of slashes and strikes as she tried, and failed, to wound Hiccup. Astrid dueled him masterfully with Allr'bani. Hiccup, while trusting in his power to keep him safe from anything, did not allow the blade of Allr'bani to touch him. His sword was a danger, a great equalizer, capable of devouring anything. Even the power of the Veil.

Such was its name, after all. _All slaying_. If Astrid figured out the secrets of the enchantments on the sword, she could kill him by accident. Not only would that be bad for Hiccup and his plans, but it would pain Astrid as well. His death would be merciful compared to the suffering she would endure, he imagined. The death of one part of one's soul while the rest lingered one would be a tortuous existence.

Hiccup saw a flaw in Valka's guard and extended a foot, allowing it to phase back into existence. Valka tripped as she moved to attack with her staff, stumbling to her knees. Hiccup swung Tyrfing at her dominant arm, intending to incapacitate her. Astrid blocked the swing with Allr'bani. She strained to parry the attack, as Hiccup's strength while in his Veilform was not based on his body, but his will. One of the many benefits of the realm between realms, Agvior had informed her. Will was everything. If you willed to move, you moved. If you willed to be strong, you were strong. If you willed for water, or food, then you had it. And Hiccup was willful, if nothing else.

Thor recovered and entered the fray once more, and Hiccup's lips turned upwards in a cruel smirk. Of all the people sent to capture him, Thor was, perhaps, the only want he would willingly see harmed. He ignored Valka entirely, walking across the stone without a care. He only deigned to block the swings of Allr'bani, which he did so with ease. Thor met him in battle, as he was trained to do. It was the downfall of many a warrior, his father had told him. They all had so much honor, so much faith in their own strength. They never fought their battles with wit.

Thor was in such a rage that lightning crackled from his hammer, creating a storm that engulfed both him and Hiccup, effectively preventing his allies from helping him. Valka and Astrid could only watch as Thor dueled Hiccup.

Hiccup swung Tyrfing with casual ease, his will ensuring each strike was mighty. Thor struggled to block, using both hands on his hammer to parry them. In punishment for his defiance, Hiccup countered with vicious punches and kicks, each one so strong that a dragon could feel them. When Thor grew weary of the melee, he would attempt to dodge after his parries, and Hiccup would bestow upon him small cuts with Tyrfing. The demon sword's laughter rung in Hiccup's ears as it urged him on and on, hungry for more blood. Its thirst was not yet slaked.

And still the storm raged. Thor couldn't even hear Valka's and Astrid's voices over the rush of blood in his ears. After taking a particularly strong backhand to the cheek, Thor was stunned. With a thought, Hiccup stepped fully into the Veil. There, he willed himself to appear behind Thor. And so it was, instantly. Thor whirled around to face Hiccup, and Tyrfing sunk into his belly. Valka and Astrid screamed. Thor staggered backwards as Hiccup withdrew the blade. His hands flying to his wound. Blood trickled out from between his fingers as he stared at Hiccup with disbelief. Thor fell to his knees, dropping Mjolnir, before collapsing and falling into blissful unconsciousness.

Astrid saw red. Thor might not have been a close friend to her, and she had yet to forgive him for hurting Hiccup so, but he was still a comrade. An ally. She charged, swinging Allr'bani with renewed vigor. Valka skidded to her knees as she ran to Thor's aid. She turned the Aesir over to get a better look at him. He was alive, but he would bleed to death if nothing was done. Valka removed Thor's breastplate and tunic before setting to her work. She pulled out a few herbs which she kept on her at all times for the dragons she worked with and studied. They promoted healing in them, but she didn't know if they would help a man. She crushed them to a paste with magic and applied them generously to Thor's wounds.

He was still bleeding, and he was growing pale. With a curse, Valka realized she would have to heal him. She lowered her hands and they were coated with an aura of frosty white energy, like a cloud. She didn't have the energy to heal him, but she could keep him alive until he could get proper treatment. She stemmed the flow of blood and knit flesh back together. It took only moments, but it drained her immensely. A proper healer would have to see to his intestines.

Not a moment sooner did Valka finished her emergency treatment, Duna swept down upon her rider. The Skrill was clearly in a rage, but also frightened in a way that only dragon and rider can be. She scooped him up in her claws and took to the skies, thundering back towards the World Gate.

Valka returned her attention to the fight. Astrid had resumed her duel with Hiccup and was matching him blow for blow. Valka's chest heaved from exertion. Healing Thor had taken a lot out of her. She realized, then, how useful her son's new ability was. To heal wounds as he did without tiring put him in a class of his own, unmatched by mere men. They had yet to wound him as greatly as Thor had been, but Valka had a suspicion that Hiccup could have healed the wound her delt Thor.

Valka jumped in to aid Astrid in her duel. She was acutely aware that Auriel, Agni, and Sigrid would be free any moment. When they did, the battle would turn in their favor once more.

Tyrfing's whisperings became louder and louder in Hiccup's mind, until he could no longer hear the clash of steel against steel._ "Kill, kill, kill, kill, kill, kill, __**kill,**__"_ Tyrfing repeated over and over and over. It was getting so loud that Hiccup could barely hear the sound of his own thoughts.

Hiccup did hear his own screams, however. The pain brought him back to reality. Auriel stood, just outside a small hole in the glacier, her bow drawn. An arrow of light had been fired, no doubt. Hiccup felt his sword arm go limp. Looking down, he saw that his entire right shoulder was gone. His arm held to his body by a few scraps of flesh and ligaments. He grit his teeth and pain even as his condition went to work, slowly forming new tissue and bone.

"How!" Hiccup screamed through his pain. Nothing could touch him while his connection to the Veil was strong. And yet, the light burned through him with ease. If anything, it felt worse than before, and not just because his injury was more severe.

Astrid was equally shocked. _Light magic can affect him_, she thought. Hiccup held his left hand to Tyrfing's hilt. The demon sword, as if sensing its master's plight, released its hold on his right arm and allowed itself to be transferred to the left, where the tattoo re-manifested itself.

Hiccup recoiled, sinking back further into the Veil until he appeared as if an apparition. Auriel raised her bow, an arrow of pure light gathering again. Hiccup was ready this time, he moved by sheer will alone, dodging the arrow. He appeared behind the trio of them. Sigrid, her senses honed by decades of battle, turned as she sensed him coming. She tried to block Tyrfing with her warhammer, but the sword easily cut through the more mundane weapon. Defenseless, Hiccup kicked her. Hard. Sigrid flew through the air, never touching the ground, and crashed into a stone cliff a few dozen yards away. She dropped to the ground, unconscious. Hiccup didn't want to kill her, or hurt her even, but he couldn't afford to lose here.

Agni was next, dancing and weaving a storm of fire in an attempt to incinerate Hiccup. Hiccup appeared behind him instantly, kicking the back of his knees and forcing Agni to the ground. He then used the pommel of Tyrfing to knock him unconscious by striking the back of his head. Auriel fired three arrows of light in rapid succession. Hiccup's presence flickered, and suddenly, there appeared three ghosts of Hiccup as the arrows passed through where he had been standing only an instant ago.

Hiccup swung Tyrfing in a wide arc as he appeared directly in front of Auriel. His crimson sword cut her bow clean in half. Auriel was caught off guard, and she tried to cast magic to defend herself. Hiccup struck her with an open palm in the chest, causing her to skid across the stone and fall off the crags. She tumbled down and caught herself on a ledge. She looked up in time to see a rock that had been dislodged from her fall strike her in the forehead. She too joined her comrades in blissful sleep.

And now there were only two left. Astrid and Valka. Once he beat Valka, he could convince Astrid to return to the isle with him. Or, and much less pleasant, take her. She would be safe there, and would eventually come to see things his way. Hiccup's skin crawled with the unpleasant sensation of his regeneration as his shoulder fully healed. It was unbearably itchy.

Astrid and Valka circled him like a pack of wolves circling a fresh kill. Hiccup chuckled, his voice coming out as an eerie echo due to his connection to the Veil. Valka faltered.

"Why, son?" Valka called out as she stopped her circling. Astrid did the same, listening intently.

"I am not your son!" Hiccup spat angrily, his temper flaring and giving his echoing voice a menacing tone.

Valka frowned sadly. "I know I have no right to call you that, but it does not change what we are. I have been a poor mother, that much is true," she said, her voice quivering. "But why this? Why turn to Loki to fill that void I left?"

Hiccup shook his head, honestly amazed that people couldn't understand. They always asked why. And the answer was so simple. Valka was wiser than most, it seemed, for she reasoned his thoughts out from his reaction.

"You love him, don't you?" Valka stated. Hiccup's brows furrowed. "It was not hate, or anger, or revenge that bound you to him. It was love. He was the first person to treat you kindly, to accept you. And for that, you loved him. That is why your loyalty to him is so strong," she said, lowering her staff and stepping towards him.

"Love is the strongest bond of all, and that is why we can't convince you to return to us. Only love can battle love," Valka said, a tear rolling down her cheek as she glanced at Astrid, who listened to their conversation with hope in her eyes.

"I love you Hiccup, I do. Even if you don't see it, even if I never showed it, I do," Valka said, her voice trembling as tears fell down her face freely. She took another few steps towards Hiccup, her hand outstretched to caress his cheek.

Hiccup's temper erupted. "How dare you! How dare you stand here and say that to my face! After everything you've done to me! You had so many years to think, to decide if I was worth coming back for. And in the end, you chose your dragons over me! Your son!" Hiccup spat, a furious sneer marring his features.

"Do you know how many nights I lay awake in my bed, praying, wishing I had a mother?" Hiccup questioned hotly, his voice growing demonic as he took a threatening step forward. Astrid flinched away from their soul bond at his scalding, cataclysmic anger. "How many times I cried myself to sleep after the beatings? How many times I wished my father wasn't a broken, worthless husk of a man because he lost his wife? How many times I, just once, wanted to feel wanted? Loved?" Hiccup questioned. Valka seemed lost, more tears streaming down her cheeks.

"_**Do you!"**_ Hiccup roared, taking another step forward. Astrid felt her inside turn to fire as Hiccup's rage threatened to consume her through their soul bond. It was tearing him apart, burning him away from the inside out. The fire that burned inside was raging and all-consuming.

Hiccup's gaze burned into her very soul as he searched for his answer. Valka trembled, a look of supreme pain on her face. And then the strangest thing happened. A small rivulet of red liquid dribbled down her chin from her lips. Hiccup's temper subsided, momentarily, to examine the oddity. He felt his arm twisted at an unnatural angle. He looked down.

His arm was held forward. In his hand, the crimson blade of Tyrfing extended forward, entering through Valka's belly and angled so that it was plunged into her chest. The world seemed to fade away for Hiccup as everything began to rush back to him. The first thing he noticed, however, was the roaring voice in his head. _**"Kill, kill, kill, kill, kill, kill!"**_ Tyrfing was screaming, demanding blood.

He didn't hear the voice of the sword in his anger. He didn't feel it take control of his arm during his tirade. The tattoo forcing him to wield the demon sword faded. Hiccup immediately dropped the sword, where it fell to the ground and clanged loudly. "No, no, no, no," Hiccup uttered as he caught his mother when she fell. Valka no longer had the strength to stand.

Unbidden, tears began to stream down Hiccup's face. He didn't even realize he was crying. His entire body was wracked with tremors as he held his hands to her wound, desperately trying to stem the flow of blood. In some deep, dark part of him, however, he knew. He knew his mother was going to die. Tyrfing had pierced her heart when it took control of his body. She was already dead, she just didn't know it yet.

Valka released a shuddering breath. "Hiccup… my son," she said quietly, in a loving whisper. "Don't blame yourself, I love you."

And then she was gone.

Astrid couldn't believe what she had just seen. Her own emotions were in a state of chaos, let alone the emotions she felt coming from Hiccup through their soul bond. She felt her heart break twice, once for the loss of her mother-in-law, and once as Hiccup's heart broke. She blinked as the ground began to quake.

She looked to Hiccup. He held his mother's lifeless body in his arms, crying, his head turned skyward and soundless roar of pain so profound left his maw, that it was silent. The sheer power of his grief manifested itself in his magic, as the very foundations of Nidavellir trembled in awe and fear.

Astrid watched, numb, as Hiccup's roar subsided. He gently laid his mother on the ground and closed her eyes with trembling hands. He stood, his legs weak and his footing shaky, as he stumbled towards her. Hiccup didn't even look at Astrid.

He kneeled, and Astrid followed his movement with his eyes. She saw him pick up Allr'bani from where she had dropped it, grasping the sword's hilt so hard his blood dripped from the pommel. Hiccup walked with a calm, almost collected gait as he returned to Valka's side.

And then, Astrid beheld Power. True Power. The things that were recorded in legend, the things that men remembered not in their minds, not in their bodies, but in their very souls. Power so overwhelming, so absolute, that there was no word to describe it. If there was a God, Astrid imagined it to be similar to what she saw and felt now.

Hiccup tapped into the great, endless expanse of energy within Allr'bani. A pillar of raw magic erupted, stretching upwards for eternity. It was oppressing, all-consuming, and suffocating. It surrounded Astrid, seeping into the very core of her being. The air was gone, and in its place, was nothing but magic. Astrid couldn't breath. Her vision was gone, the blinding light scorching her eyes and rendering her blind. She saw, not with her eyes, but with her very _magic_. It was an otherworldly experience, seeing without seeing. Almost a sixth sense that one never used, never knew existed.

She gazed upon Hiccup. He appeared little more than a specter of pure emerald energy that shone as brilliantly as the stars in the night sky. His eyes, however, stood out the most. They were piercing, and Astrid could feel his gaze pierce everything in creation, as if he could see the very nature of things. She felt the ground begin to give way. Around her, the stone began to become undone. Not simply be destroyed, or turned to dust, but be undone. Under the immense burden of Hiccup's power, they reverted to pure magical energy. It defied the laws of nature, the laws of magic.

Hiccup extended an outstretched palm, and his Power flared. Valka's body flickered, turning into a brilliant specter of pure white energy, before solidifying again. Every scar, every blemish, every imperfection, every malady, was gone. Valka's body was transformed to the very peak of human health, an unnatural condition that no man achieved in nature. It was a perfect body.

And then the Power was gone. Hiccup knelt, tears continuing to fall down his face, as he extended a shaky hand towards Valka. "Mother," he whispered, his voice hopeful and filled with regret. He tucked a stray strand of hair behind his mother's ear. "Mother," he whispered again, a shuddering sob wracking his body.

He knew better than most, that there was no way to bring back the dead. The body was simply a housing for the soul, and his mother's soul had departed for the Realm Eternal the moment she had died. But he couldn't give up. He couldn't accept that she was gone. Not like this.

Not like this.

Astrid blinked as her physical vision returned. She heard the furious beating of wings and looked up to see four dragons approaching. Toothless, Hlif, Stormfly, and… Cloudjumper. Astrid's heart broke again, for the third time. The four dragons immediately retreated to their riders, fearful for their safety.

And then Hiccup stood. Astrid felt immense sorrow fade to an anger the likes of which she had not felt before, nor since, nor would she ever again in all her years. It was a fire that burned so hot that one could not even see the color of the flames. Hiccup stalked forward towards an empty piece of stone, Allr'bani in his grasp. Astrid followed his gaze. He was advancing on Tyrfing. Then, she heard the strangest thing. A whispering, demonic voice touched her mind, and the minds of all present.

"M-master, please, mercy," the demonic voice begged. "I-I apologize. Never again," the voice swore. Still, Hiccup advanced. "Please! Master, mercy!"

Hiccup sunk the blade of Allr'bani into the crossguard of Tyrfing. _"Devour,"_ he commanded of his sword. Emerald flames erupted from Allr'bani as Tyrfing was consumed. The demon sword screeched in pain as its long, accursed life came to an end. For a moment, all was silent. Hiccup stood, his back straight, his head turned skyward, as tears streamed down his face.

Then the roars came. Cloudjumper flailed about, roaring in pain and anger. The crags began to crumble under the massive dragon's throes. _"Toothless, hold him,"_ Hiccup commanded in a dead, emotionless voice. Toothless, very reluctantly, obeyed. He pounced and pinned the larger dragon with ease, Cloudjumper forgetting his surroundings in the pain of his loss.

Hiccup walked towards the pinned dragon with a look of profound sadness etched onto his face. "I'm sorry, truly I am. I do this out of mercy, for I know the pain that could come from the loss of our partner," he intoned, and then stabbed Cloudjumper with Allr'bani. Again, emerald flames consumed. The dragon didn't even notice, or suffer, so great was his pain. It was a mercy killing.

Hiccup then began to walk with shaky steps back to his mother's side. Very carefully, ever so gently, almost reverently, he cut her forearm with the blade of Allr'bani. "I will keep you close, mother, _always,_" he swore. And then emerald flames consumed Valka's body, the funeral rites of a true Viking.

Toothless came to Hiccup, nuzzling and cooing in an attempt to lessen his rider's grief. Hel floated down to the ground, having been blown out of Toothless' saddle by Hiccup's earlier immense display of Power. She could taste the sorrow in the air. She gathered Hiccup in her arms and hugged him tight. Hiccup fainted, no longer able to bear the grief, so his consciousness left him.

Hel, with the help of Toothless, maneuvered his body onto the saddle, mindful of the ever sharp blade of Allr'bani, which Hiccup held fast in his hands and refused to let go of, even in his sleep. Together, the three of them fled.

Astrid finally left the daze that had overcome her in the wakes of the last few minute's events. As the unbearable grief transferred to her from Hiccup through their soul bond, she too joined him in blissful sleep, all too eager to dream away her pain.

There were no words for what had happened.

It was a tragedy.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

**Update (9-21-2015):** I've updated the chapter for clarity, most notably, some mistakes where Tyrfing and Allr'bani were mixed up, as well as making it clear that Hiccup picked up his sword from where Astrid dropped it during Valka's death. Also, correcting that Duna was not among the dragons that appeared afterwards, as she took Thor to safety.

And here we have Tragedy. I feel like this was my most well written chapter yet, and it conveyed a lot of emotion. We see the first big fight between Hiccup and the A-team, a small taste of the power within Hiccup's sword, and then, of course, we have the first big character death. I hope you guys enjoyed this chapter in some small way, even if you don't agree with the killing of Valka. Please leave a review and tell me what you think.

For the one, singular person who guessed my intentions with Tyrfing, major props to you sir/madam. Tyrfing's curse was twofold, that it was destined to take a life every time it was drawn, _and_ that it was to bring about three great evils. Valka's death was the last of its evils.

Anonymous — Yes! The human riders make up a small battalion of their own in Loki's army. I haven't decided exactly on their number, but they will appear. Perhaps in the next 15 or so chapters. I've got quite a few ideas on who these human riders could be, since they do come from Midgard. Arthur, Merlin, Morgan le Fay, Medea, Gwydion, "gods" from other mythologies, etc. Really I could go in any direction with this. **What are your guys' thoughts on this?**

Sophhascoconuts — I like to think that for every chapter I write, I could write another chapter of just lore explaining the backgrounds of the concepts used in the chapter. The dragon/rider bond, the history of the Night Furies, the intricacies of magic and each of the schools as well as their subcategories, histories of various important figures (Loki, Galmann, etc.), the Veil and the nature of reality and the parallel realities, even things like potions and herbalism. Too many ideas floating around in my head, I can't put them all on paper.

Guest — That quote was indeed from Mass Effect! I loved those games, and that quote stuck with me the most. There's a couple other video game quotes as well that I've used so far.

Guest — A Screaming Death will most likely be the dragon of one of the human riders that sided with Loki. There's not really room in the story for the breed to play a large role in the story, has they are a fairly unimportant dragon in the grand scale of things.

Due to the support, I think I'll slowly start working on that alternate reality spin-off. It won't be my main focus, and it will probably just be updated whenever I have time to work on it. It will also be short. I'm thinking maybe 10 chapters or so, give or take. So, by my standards, 100-125k words in length. A good tale, yeah? **Anyone have title ideas?** I'm thinking something about being lost or adrift.

Speaking of length, I've been reassessing where I think Hail to the King will end. I'm thinking around 550k-600k words. I'm not sure if that makes my story the longest, but I hope that you guys will enjoy the ride.

As always, thanks for reading and I hope you guys enjoyed this chapter. A special thanks to all my reviewers.

- Musica
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**Chapter 38: The Two Guides**

by Code Musica

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid sat in her tent, and against her will and best efforts, a few stray tears fell down her cheeks. She had tried not to cry whenever she turned her thoughts inward, but the memory of Valka's death and Hiccup's pain always overwhelmed her concentration to do anything useful other than grieve.<p>

After Valka died, the dragons had managed to carry their unconscious bodies back to the World Gate, where the frost giants, lost in their lust for battle, did not secure. A small battalion of warriors came with them, mostly friends, acquaintances, and underlings from their battle on Alfheim. It was not enough to help the dwarves, though they had sent word back to the main army.

The dwarves held their realm to the best of their abilities, but the might of the frost giants would not be denied. Steinn'garor was lost, but not completely. The dwarven army retreated into the palace where they barricaded themselves in. The frost giants had been laying siege to them ever since, largely unsuccessful. That gave the army ample amounts of time and the perfect opportunity to launch a counterattack. They marched forth from the World Gate, trapping the frost giants in between the royal palace and the crevice that served as the entrance to the city.

The frost giants retaliated by working ancient ice magic, turning most of the cavern the city sat in to ice, dropping the temperature significantly— which, considering the heat of the realm, was a significant achievement. The frost giants were forced to split their force in two, one half defending their rear from the army, and the other half laying siege to the dwarven royal palace.

And worst of all, nobody had seen Hiccup since their conflict. He had disappeared into thin air, it seemed. It had been nearly a week since Astrid last saw him, and she knew from their soul bond that he was suffering even worse than she was. No amount of quantification could describe the grief he felt, so great that it echoed across the realms to reach her. It was a strange emotion, an icy coldness that never left her chest, while a raging inferno burned in her belly. And it never ceased. It was the frost of sorrow, and the flame of anger.

Sighing, Astrid huffed in agitation and wiped at her face, trying to make herself look halfway decent. Her eyes were red and swollen from crying, and her cheeks were crusty from dried tears. Her nose, to her greatest ire, had become congested and made it hard to breathe properly. She gathered her things, her old battle-axe— which had been repaired— and her pack which contained all her worldly possessions; a few rations, a quill, an inkwell, several scrolls for reports, her whetstone, several bits of spare communication crystal, and the Dreyri Tome given to her by Hiccup.

Astrid pulled on a cloak, a well fitted garment provided to her by the Order. It was the same rose colored red as the tabard, but was trimmed by gold thread and designs of dragons. Pulling up her hood so as to not be recognized, and thus stopped, she quickly jogged out of the camp they had set up for the night.

Astrid's and Sigrid's battalions had been given the task of working together to interrupt the frost giant supply lines on Nidavellir. Steinn'garor was not the only city under attack, as the frost giants had spread through the realm like a cancer, laying waste and bringing winter to every city they sacked. For such a large war effort, supplies were of critical importance. Even the barbaric frost giants needed to eat and drink, and though they could, and did, pillage the cities, they still needed more.

For the moment, Astrid and Sigrid were camped at a large plateau of stone that overlooked one of the few places where surface water was available on Nidavellir, laying in wait for the frost giants to fill up their water barrels. There was a large, half complete carving in the stone cliffs near the plateau that the artist did not ever finish. Astrid wasn't an expert, but she guessed that the carvings were many thousands of years old, perhaps even tens of thousands. Why their artist never finished was a mystery. They were, however, an excellent place to sit and meditate without being disturbed. Sitting on the head of one of the dwarven women, Astrid could look out for an eternity across the sky, which was vaguely colored brown-gray from the stone on the other side of the world.

Astrid sighed, and pulled out her quill, inkwell, and dagger. She pressed the tip of the dagger into her forearm, creating a small, but deep, cut. She held the inkwell up to her wound and made a fist, forcing blood to gush into the bottle. When it was full, she wrapped a small length of cloth around her arm to stem the flow of blood. Returning to her pack, she withdrew the Dreyri Tome and opened it to the first page, allowing it to settle in her lap.

For a long time, she just sat there with her quill in her hand, trying to think of what to write. The spellbook had proved itself quite useful, containing most, but not all, of Hiccup's knowledge on magic. It wasn't always straightforward in its answers, often times giving its reply in the form of cryptic riddles. Other times, it simply listed information as if lecturing her. And yet for all its knowledge, the Tome did not, or would not, help her find Hiccup, or stop Ragnarok, or tell her about the Veil, or about her theory of controlling the raw energy of magic itself.

Sometimes, it frustrated her beyond all imagining. Astrid sighed and found herself wetting her quill with her blood and writing on a girlish whim. _Hiccup, I need you._

And, to her immense amazement, something happened. _Very well_, the Tome replied in Hiccup's elegant scrawl. The parchment became stained with the crimson color of blood before beginning to glow eerily. The light consumed Astrid, frightening her slightly, before she blinked and found herself staring at a very familiar, yet unfamiliar, place.

It was a large, grassy knoll with a small pond in the center of it. Around her, a few sparse trees dotted the clearing, several of which were only stumps, with the trees themselves arranged in a square pattern around a campfire. A few crude iron training weapons were scattered about, giving the place a chaotic look. It was the place where she, and the rest of Berk, had completed their dragon training under Hiccup at the summit of their island's mountain. Astrid hadn't been there in almost two decades.

The sound of twigs breaking underfoot caused Astrid to turn. She was greeted with the sight of Hiccup, albeit not in the way she was expecting. Standing before her was a much younger version of Hiccup, perhaps a boy of thirteen or fourteen, wearing a thick fur vest and boots. His auburn hair was windswept and his eyes were bright and hopeful. He smelled of the most wonderful combination of smoke and leather, no doubt from the forge. Astrid couldn't help but smile blissfully.

"Hiccup?" Astrid asked, her voice quivering slightly at seeing the Hiccup that she remembered in her memories.

"You asked for me?" Hiccup stated. His voice was strange, and not at all like the one Astrid had come to associate with her beloved. It was hollow and bored sounding, as if there was no life in his words. Astrid was shocked, slightly, into silence.

"Is my appearance not to your liking?" Hiccup asked again, his form shifting until it became that of Hiccup when he was still partly elven, pointy ears and sharp features with an ethereal beauty.

"Or perhaps," Hiccup commented, as he shifted forms once more, appearing as Hiccup now appeared, rounded ears, a sickly pallor, with a small streak of black marring the bangs of his hair.

Astrid shook her head and, somehow, Hiccup knew what she wanted, for he returned to his boyhood appearance once more. She felt somewhat guilty about denying the other appearances, but this was the Hiccup she dreamed of in her heart. The one not touched by sadness and grief, war and strife, hate and anger. The boy in the forge, the first Viking in history to ride a dragon.

Finding her voice and mustering her courage, Astrid spoke. "Who… what, are you?"

"Hiccup" quirked his head. "I am Hiccup, but not the Hiccup you know. I am the sum of everything he was; his knowledge, his memories, his emotions, his magic. I am a construct, designed to guard his spellbook and give its secrets to those he would have found worthy," he explained.

"You're— you're not real?" Astrid stuttered out.

"I am but a creation of his mind. If you are asking if I truly exist, then the answer is yes. If you are asking if I am a person, then the answer is no. I have no soul, no sentience, no mind or will of my own, therefore I am not, what you would call, real," Hiccup answered.

Astrid swallowed nervously. It never ceased to amaze her how intelligent Hiccup really was. He might have been her teacher in the ways of magic, and she considered her education better than most when she compared herself to her friends and comrades, but Hiccup was in another league entirely. He knew things, could do things, that Astrid could not even begin to imagine. The words needed to simply describe what he had done with the Dreyri Tome were beyond her understanding, let alone the actual magic itself. He was, quite simply, a genius.

But she did realize one thing. Such an enchantment would be costly to create, and even more costly to sustain. "How are you…" Astrid said, gesturing vaguely for the word. "Here?" she settled for.

Hiccup nodded in understanding. "The Dreyri Tome is an apt name— it not only serves as a title, but as instructions. To access my knowledge, one must pay the blood tithe. Blood is a highly magical substance and carries within it an innate energy. I absorb and sustain myself off of that energy. The more one wishes to know, the more one must write, and thus, the more powerful I become," he explained.

Astrid nodded. It made sense, now that she thought about it. "Was there something you needed of me?" Hiccup asked, his voice drawing her from her thoughts. Astrid realized she had spent more time thinking than she had realized.

"Er, yes. I guess I just wanted to talk to you… the real you," Astrid started out, explaining herself lamely. "But I had a theory I've been working on, a piece of magic that I can't get to work. I was wondering if you could help me," she said.

"I have an expansive knowledge on nearly every form and school of magic. Ask away," Hiccup bid.

Astrid bit back a slight spike of fear that Hiccup wouldn't help her because it would directly lead to his real self's defeat. "I am trying to create a counter to the power of the Veil. I wager that, even in the realm between realms, magic still exists, right?" Astrid questioned.

Hiccup nodded. "So," Astrid went on, "if I could directly control the energy of magic itself, I could use it to attack someone using the Veil. The false intangibility that the Veil provides would be useless, as magic can strike at magic directly, if that makes any sense."

Hiccup stared at her blankly for a moment, as if perusing the library of his mind. After a few seconds, he spoke mechanically. "I believe what you are searching for is possible, though I know of no one who has successfully managed it. What you theorize has been thought of before, by a sorceress known as Sefa the Tranquil, an elven woman who lived in the third age of Borr Allfather's reign. She believed that magic itself was an inelegant, and incorrect, tool. She argued that the nature of magic was that of simply energy in its purest form, and that by molding it to our will, we caused it to lose most of its innate power. By wielding that energy directly, she theorized that it would be impossible to lose against any who molded the energy to their will."

"And what became of her research?" Astrid asked eagerly, enticed by the prospect.

Hiccup blinked. "Sefa continued her research for several centuries before beginning a series of experiments upon herself to become more attuned to her own magical core. In the process of one such experiment, something went awry, causing her magical core to implode. I believe the crater left by her death is now one of the lakes on Alfheim, though I am unsure which," he answered.

Astrid cursed. She most definitely did not want her magical core to implode. Death was not something she was ready to embrace anytime soon, let alone what it would do to Stormfly and Hiccup. "Was she at all successful?" Astrid asked.

Hiccup shook his head. "Most of her research was destroyed, but the few records that remained indicated that she was largely unsuccessful," he said.

"Do you have any idea how one would go about completing her research without dying?" Astrid asked next.

Hiccup stared at her blankly for nearly a minute before he had collected enough information to answer her. "Based on my logic instructions, it would seem as if Sefa's premise was flawed. My creator would propose, I believe, that directly manipulating one's magical core outside of one's body without molding it to your will beforehand would violate Naemr's Second Law of Magic, which states that the sum energy of the effects must be equal to the sum energy of the causes," he said.

Astrid blinked several times in rapid succession. "What?"

Hiccup seemed to be going through his instructions on how to explain his knowledge to a mind less advanced than his maker's. "In simplified terms, Naemr's Second Law of Magic states that magic cannot create an effect without using energy, and that effect must be equal to the energy required to create it, the cause," he stated.

"So… if I wanted to create fire, I can only create a fire equivalent to the amount of energy I use in the spell?" Astrid reasoned. The theoretical work behind magic never made any sense to her, probably because they made everything so wordy and boring. Why couldn't they just say that?

"Correct," Hiccup replied.

"And… why would my idea, or Sefa's idea, violate this law?" Astrid asked, confused.

Hiccup blinked several times. He opted to explain in simple terms, given her lack of knowledge on the subject. "There is an equilibrium that must be maintained," he said.

"And?" Astrid prompted, not understanding.

Hiccup blinked again. Too simple. "In everything, there must be balance. Even more so when dealing with magic. When you create fire without, you lose a proportional amount of energy within. If you simply moved that energy without, there would be nothing within. If that was your only goal, then, perhaps, what you propose would be achievable. But to use the energy without to do your bidding, there is nothing within to spend. You see the problem, yes?" Hiccup posed.

Astrid nodded. He made a valid point. "In order to gain something, you must first sacrifice something," she said idly.

Hiccup smiled boyishly and nodded, happy as a magical construct could be as he performed his assigned duty. "So there isn't a way to accomplish it?" Astrid pushed on.

Hiccup paused and began to peruse his library of knowledge. "Perhaps, but I do not know how. I would advise caution if you choose to pursue this line of research, however, my maker would be greatly interested in your findings should they prove fruitful, I think," he said.

Astrid nodded. "Our time is at an end, then," Hiccup said.

"What? Why?" Astrid asked, alarmed.

"You have stayed here long enough to exhaust the energy of the blood you have given me so far. Any more, and I would not even be able to respond to you in writing," Hiccup explained.

Astrid was saddened at having to part from Hiccup, even if he wasn't really Hiccup. He was a Hiccup, the closest thing she had to her beloved. She nodded sadly, blinked, and then found herself back in the real world once more. As she left, she heard Hiccup's voice echo in her mind. "Heed my warning," he said.

Her back was stiff and she ached from sitting in one place for so long, but she was satisfied with what she had learned, even if it had confused her. A wry smile found itself onto her lips. Hiccup was gifted, truly. He had once said something similar, that he had been born too soon, or too late, or on the wrong realm, and Astrid found his words to ring true, as sad as it was. Berk, let alone any place or culture on Midgard, could not handle a mind like Hiccup's.

And Astrid smirked, because Hiccup was all hers.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid returned to her tent late that night, or the dwarven equivalent of night. She had spent more time talking with the Dreyri Tome than she had originally thought. Time, apparently, had little meaning in whatever space they had conversed. She found most of their men spread out, gathered around campfires and cooking their rations and drinking dwarven mead, which had been acquired from one of the cities they liberated.<p>

Sigrid and the other high ranking officers of their two battalions were doing much the same, at a small fire near the edge of camp where their tents were located. Astrid strolled up to them, where a warrior offered her a tankard which she accepted graciously. She wasn't normally one to partake in drinking, but given all that had happened the past few months, she deserved to relax a little.

"'Ey, yer back," Sigrid greeted, slightly slurring her words. She was drunk, and appeared to have her own barrel of mead, instead of a tankard.

"Yeah. Any news?" Astrid asked, sighing at her friend's current state. Dwarves loved their drink, if nothing else.

"Nope—" Sigrid said, hiccuping, before taking another long drink.

Astrid sighed and grabbed a small loaf of bread before heading for her tent. "I'm tired, good night," she bid, stepping into her tent without waiting for Sigrid's reply. She flopped onto her cot, tossing her pack to the side. She let out an exhausted sigh, cursing the cots they had to sleep on. What she wouldn't give for a good, private place to bathe and a comfortable mattress. She had tried to copy a feat Hiccup had done, conjuring a bed. She quickly learned that while conjuring the bed was moderately easy, keeping it in existence while you slept was another matter entirely. How he had done it for them while they slept on that island in the middle of the archipelago was a mystery to her.

Not even bothering to kick off her boots, Astrid closed her eyes and quickly found herself fast asleep.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid slowly, ever so surely, began to regain consciousness. She was hesitant at first, refusing to open her eyes in an attempt to remain blissfully asleep. She knew that the moment she allowed herself to wake, the painful memories and emotions would assault and consume her. Valka's death hurt her more than she thought it would.<p>

Since they left Midgard again, Astrid and Valka had forged a sort of uneasy friendship. It was a friendship of mutual understanding, a friendship based on their love for one man: Hiccup. In a way, Hiccup's and Astrid's relationship made Valka her mother-in-law, and so Astrid considered her to be part of the family, even if they weren't officially married. And while Hiccup may not have forgiven his mother for abandoning him, Astrid knew that he would have included her anyway.

Giving up all pretenses, Astrid opened her eyes when she realized she wouldn't, or couldn't, fall back asleep. She blinked as she stared at the ceiling, or the distinct lack thereof. All she saw above her was white.

Astrid sighed. This was the second time this had happened. With great reluctance, she stood and looked at her surroundings, the Realm Eternal. "Why am I here again," Astrid muttered to herself as she paced, deep in thought.

As if reading her thoughts, the familiar wispy darkness that was the Guardian appeared before her once more. The two of them stared at each other for a long time. "So, what are you here to teach me this time?" Astrid questioned when it became clear that the Guardian was not going to speak first.

"I am not here to teach you anything, mortal," the Guardian intoned. "I am here to warn you, and to help you."

Astrid's brows furrowed. "You are out of time," the Guardian said, "He has reached all the conditions. There is no final test, no barrier that can bar Him now. Soon now, He will have the power to do what He desires."

Astrid positively growled. "Are you going to tell me what Hiccup is doing, or are you just here to play games? Stop speaking in riddles and answer me!" Astrid shouted.

The Guardian shook his head. "I cannot answer your questions, mortal," it said, almost sadly. A strange emotion for a creature of darkness, death, and frost.

Astrid didn't want to see this creature any longer, but she knew it had a connection to Yggdrasil somehow. And it wanted to help her, so she tolerated its presence. "If you can't tell me, then help me. I need to create a counter to something called the Veil, you know of it?" Astrid questioned.

The Guardian inclined its head. "My idea was that I simply needed to use something that existed in both our world and the Veil. Magic is the energy that binds us and makes up all of creation, so if I could wield the raw energy of magic, I should be able to touch Hiccup while he is connected to the Veil. Right?" Astrid questioned, explaining her theory.

Again, the Guardian inclined its head. "Teach me how to do it," Astrid commanded, her head held high as if to look down upon the creature.

The Guardian shook its head. "I cannot teach you," it said. Astrid took a threatening step forward. She was well and truly angered. "But… I can give you someone who can."

The Guardian waved his hand, and the space distorted and wavered, forming something new. A blurry outline of a person, a woman, took form. She was young and tall, with auburn hair and forest green eyes. She was beautiful, too. And that's when realization hit Astrid like a sack of bricks. She knew this woman.

"Valka," Astrid whispered, so softly that if they were anywhere other than the Realm Eternal, it would not have been audible.

"Valka" frowned sadly and shook her head. She was the very image of a ghost, Astrid thought. _**"It is I... child,"**_ a voice intoned.

Astrid flinched at the overbearing presence and voice of Yggdrasil. Her words echoed in Astrid's mind, as if being etched into the very stone. "Why do you look like Valka?" Astrid asked, trying her best not to cry. That's all she needed. To break down in front of the primordial spirit of darkness and the World Tree herself.

"_**It is… the form most easily… perceived by… you,"**_ Yggdrasil spoke, her ancient and raspy voice causing Astrid to wince. It was a wholly unnatural sound to come from Valka.

"Yggdrasil requires a form in which to speak, as she used the last of her power to forge your soul bond," the Guardian explained. "Valka's form was the one which you would most easily accept and recognize."

"C-Could I… speak with Valka, then?" Astrid asked hopefully.

The Guardian shook his hooded head. "No. The dead have no words for the living," it said.

Yggdrasil, wearing Valka's body, seemed to smile sadly at Astrid, as if sensing her pain. _**"Do not worry… yourself with the dead… child,"**_ she rasped. _**"They are… in a better place."**_

Astrid nodded, as if to convince herself. She felt tears begin to gather in her eyes and hurriedly wiped them away. "You said you could teach me magic? Magic to counter the power of the Veil," Astrid said, eager to get the meeting over with and fall back asleep, or wake up.

Yggdrasil nodded. _**"You must understand… child… this power will make them fear you…"**_ the World Tree said.

"Fear me? Why?" Astrid almost scoffed. She was weak. She couldn't save Hiccup. She couldn't save Valka. What good was all her strength if it wasn't enough?

"_**It is… something only you… can wield,"**_ Yggdrasil intoned seriously. _**"You are… special, the both… of you."**_

Astrid's brows furrowed. "The both of us? Hiccup and I? But why— the soul bond!" Astrid exclaimed.

"_**Yes, child… the bond of souls… forged from my magic…"**_ Yggdrasil said.

"Your magic?" Astrid questioned, confused. There was only one magic, wasn't there?

Yggdrasil groaned, like a tree straining in the wind. It was a disturbing sound coming from Valka's mouth. _**"Your friend… the elf… he explained it… eloquently,"**_ Yggdrasil said. _**"The harp… the thing that holds… reality together… is me."**_

"_**My magic is… separate from mortals… for fear they would… destroy each other…"**_ Yggdrasil continued on. _**"It is always there… ever present… ever watching… and yet… never seen. It is in the sky… in the grass… in the oceans… in the stone. It is… the energy of life."**_

Astrid listened, not daring to blink or breathe for fear she would miss a word. What she was hearing was, without a doubt, history in the making. Sorcerers had labored over this knowledge since the dawn of time, and Astrid was being given all the answers freely.

"_**This power… cannot be wielded… by mortals… without my mark…"**_ Yggdrasil continued on. _**"You and your… soul mate… are the only two… living mortals who… bear my mark. My power… is yours to… wield."**_

The ghost of Valka that housed Yggdrasil raised her arm and extended her index finger, lightly tapping it on Astrid's forehead. Astrid's jaw clenched in pain as every fiber of her being was stretched and torn, acclimating her body to use the knowledge that had just been passed to her. The pain lasted only and instant before she was lost in a raging river of thoughts, emotions, and memories. It was a stream of information that taught her everything she would need to know to use Yggdrasil's ambient energy.

Astrid tried to suck in a gasp of air as sentience came rushing back to her. She panicked, as there was no need to breathe in the afterlife, and thus there was no air.

"Calm yourself, mortal," the Guardian said, extending a skeletal hand to touch Astrid's shoulder, but hesitated and thought better of it, before withdrawing its hand back within its robes.

"This! T-this, this is what the Nidhogg wanted!" Astrid exclaimed, both hands clutching her skull in an attempt to soothe the splitting headache that was assaulting her.

Yggdrasil nodded sadly. _**"Yes… my creator… was not without enemies. Her… sister… did not agree… with some of her… laws,"**_ Yggdrasil rasped out. _**"So she… created the Nidhogg… to attempt to… destroy all that her… sister had… created."**_

_That_ got Astrid's attention. _**"You will know… before the end…"**_ Yggdrasil said. _**"Your mate… already suspects,"**_ she added. And with that, the World Tree faded without saying another word. The ghost of Valka smiled happily with tears in her eyes, and Astrid knew that somehow, some way, Valka knew.

Astrid wiped at her eyes again, feeling fresh tears building. All the same, a content smile caused her lips to turn upwards. She had the knowledge and power to stop Hiccup, and she met Valka, if however brief. She just needed to train and master her new abilities. Nothing could ruin her day.

And, as if the gods themselves were conspiring to prove her wrong, something did ruin her day.

"_**NO!"**_ the Guardian roared, drawing his sword and turning to black mist and flying across the white void of the afterlife. In the far distance, Astrid could see the faintest tinge of emerald green light.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup's eyes snapped open. He was laying in his bed, in his room, on Loki's isle. He was safe. A thousand thoughts and emotions whirled through his mind at speeds only he could imagine. Every single one was of pain. He killed his mother. He lost himself to the demon sword, knowing full well of its curse. It was his fault she died.<p>

A soul wrenching pain coursed through Hiccup's essence, more tortuous than any pain that could be inflicted through magic or the mind arts. He felt as if he was being torn apart by the spirit of grief itself.

And then the pain was gone. Well, not gone, but numbed. It no longer ate at him so. It was tolerable. He could… survive, this torment. A pair of feminine arms wrapped around Hiccup's waist, pulling him closer to their owner. Hiccup yelped in surprise and snaked out of the grip before jumping out of bed. His mind came up with numerous possibilities of who the arms could belong to, at the top of his list, his sister, Hel. But they weren't Hel's arms. Nor were they the arms of any woman he had ever seen or heard of in his life.

A woman lay in Hiccup's bed, and he had never seen anything like her before. In a word, she was hauntingly beautiful. He couldn't look away. She was tall for a woman, perhaps six feet or more, with the musculature of a warrior, yet she remained petite and thin. But that didn't subtract from her feminine charm, as she was shapely and buxom. Her skin was the color of the night sky, a relaxing and alluring shade of black that caught the eye. Her hair was the color of starlight, an enchanting silver that seemed to glow in the twilight of his room. Her eyes were what stood out the most, though. Hiccup knew them well. They were the ones that stared back at him in the mirror. His eyes.

And yet, there was something different. Her eyes were emerald in color, but not in the same way as Hiccup's. Hers _glowed_. Not metaphorically, but literally. It was as if there was a candlelight behind her eyes, causing them to shine. "Who… who are you?" Hiccup questioned.

The woman smiled blissfully, revealing shiny white teeth. "I've waited a long time for you to hear my voice, father," she said excitedly. Her voice was as smooth as silk, and almost bewitched the senses. The listener almost wanted her to never stop speaking.

Hiccup shook his head and ignored the charm. "I don't have a daughter…" Hiccup said, his voice trailing off as the woman climbed out of his bed. She was completely nude.

Hiccup brought a hand up to shield his eyes and waved his other hand, conjuring her some clothes. A flowing dress of dark forest green covered her. The woman smiled even more brightly, twirling in her new dress. She seemed quite taken with it. "Thank you, father!" the woman said. "I'll treasure it," she added, running her hands through the silk.

Hiccup peeked through his fingers to make sure he was decent before lowering his hand. He still couldn't look away. She must have enchanted herself somehow to draw the eyes of men. And maybe women, too. Who knew? "As I was saying… I don't believe I have a daughter…" Hiccup pointed out.

The woman pouted, pursing her lips cutely. "You do, you just couldn't hear my voice before," she said, padding over to Hiccup and wrapping her arms around his chest and embracing him in a hug. The emotional turmoil within him was numbed again, until Hiccup almost forgot it was there. "You made me, after all," the woman added quietly as she embraced her father, pressing her form against him tightly.

Hiccup's mind was moving faster than Toothless could fly, which was really saying something. He definitely hadn't had any children with Astrid, he knew that for a fact. His only other partners had been women from Midgard, and this woman was most obviously not from Midgard. _"You made me,"_ her words echoed in his mind. _Made me..._

Realization hit Hiccup like a blast of fire from Toothless. The woman seemed to realize he figured out her identity, for she looked up and placed a chaste kiss on his cheek before meekly stepping back.

"... Allr'bani?" Hiccup said quietly, not sure if he should believe his eyes, or his brain.

The woman, Allr'bani, smiled. "Not a very good name for a woman," she said. "But it's mine all the same."

Hiccup's eyes bulged. He couldn't believe this. This couldn't be real. It had to be a dream. "Well, technically it is a dream, but it is real," Allr'bani said cheerfully.

Hiccup shook his head. "What?" he asked in disbelief, looking around his room. It didn't look like a dream to him.

"We're in a dream, sort of. A mental space that I can control. I wanted to talk to you, and ease your pain," Allr'bani said, playing with a strand of her silvery hair bashfully.

For a long time, Hiccup just simply stared at Allr'bani, his "daughter." Countless emotions and thoughts whirled through his mind as he tried to process this new development, and everything else that had happened in his life recently. Allr'bani seemed to grow nervous under her father's gaze, continuing to play with her hair.

Hiccup sighed. This was almost too much for him. Almost. "Why do your eyes glow?" he asked conversationally, accepting that his life had just gotten very strange.

Allr'bani smiled happily. "They're your eyes, of course. It's your most attractive feature, I should know. I spent plenty of time with your lover until just recently," she said, skipping around the room.

"What? My eyes don't glow like yours do," Hiccup pointed out.

Allr'bani took Hiccup's hand and led him over to his dresser, which had a tall oval mirror on top of it. Hiccup stared at his reflection, where, his eyes did indeed glow eerily. "It just started, actually. I think it's a side effect from using my power for the first time," Allr'bani explained.

"Is… is it permanent?" Hiccup asked, reaching up with his hand to examine his eyes more closely.

Allr'bani hummed. "I'm not sure, but I think so. You'd have to wake up to know for sure," she said.

Hiccup swallowed nervously. That was going to be difficult to explain. To everyone, not just his father or Astrid. That brought his mind to the recent events that led to him being, what he assumed, was unconscious.

"... I messed up, didn't I?" Hiccup asked Allr'bani.

She frowned sadly. "Yes, but it doesn't matter. We can gather the energy needed again, no matter how long it takes," she said, placing her hands on Hiccup's shoulder reassuringly. "I'll be here for you, always," she whispered in his ear.

Hiccup used his arms to brace himself on the dresser as his earlier anguish at his mother's death surged to life, combined with a feeling of helplessness and despair. Allr'bani wrapped her arms around Hiccup's back, embracing him again, and the pain dulled once more.

"How are you doing that?" Hiccup asked, gasping at the sudden relief.

Allr'bani rested her chin on Hiccup's shoulder, nuzzling into his neck and smiling. Hiccup thought it was a bit too intimate of a gesture but couldn't find the will or reason to move away. "I don't like to use anything I learned from that foul, nasty sword you were forced to use, but his knowledge was helpful. It is ironic, in a way. He brought you so much pain, and it is his power which alleviates it," she whispered.

Hiccup's heart raced as he began to panic. "You're manipulating me like Tyrfing!" he accused fearfully, struggling out of her grasp.

"No!" Allr'bani exclaimed, realizing she had used the wrong words. "I love you, I would never hurt you, father. I'd never control you like that vile weapon. I'm shielding you, protecting you," she insisted.

For some unexplainable reason, Hiccup couldn't find any trace of a lie within her. To his surprise, Allr'bani started to cry, her tears seemingly made of silver light. "Tyrfing was a despicable, twisted, corrupted blade. I'll never betray you. I'll never lie to you," she said, wrapping him in a hug again. "I can manipulate you, but I would never, ever do so to harm you, father," Allr'bani said, her voice quivering.

Hiccup had many weaknesses. There was a long list. He couldn't stand dullards. He hated green beans. But, most of all, he hated to see someone cry. He gently wrapped his arms around Allr'bani, patting her on the back reassuringly. He thought he was being a complete idiot for trusting her, but something deep within him told her she was telling the truth. It was like when he was talking with Astrid. He could always tell when she was being truthful through their soul bond.

Hiccup felt Allr'bani smile against his neck, something he had only experienced with Astrid before, making him a little uncomfortable. "It's sort of the same, father. When you made me in the Star Forge, the enchantment tethering me to you attached your soul to my own. It isn't like the bond you and Lady Astrid share, but it is similar," she said, blinking away her tears. Hiccup released her, as her moment of emotion had passed.

"I… see," Hiccup said. That was interesting. He would have to research that later. The Star Forge gave weapons souls? Fascinating, very fascinating.

"Thank you," Hiccup added, realizing that he would probably not be able to function as a thinking person if Allr'bani wasn't shielding him.

Allr'bani smiled brightly. "Come on, I know what will really make you feel better," she said, grabbing his hand and leading him forward to the center of the room. The walls began to glow white and the room shook, as if there was an earthquake.

And then, they were standing in an endless white void. Or, to be more precise, Hiccup was. In his hand was Allr'bani, in the form of her sword. Which was strange in itself, as Hiccup had never been able to bring weapons into the afterlife. After all, you couldn't kill the dead again. _"Now that you can hear my voice, I can help you,"_ Allr'bani's voice echoed in his mind. It wasn't like when Tyrfing spoke to him. Allr'bani's voice was soft and loving, comforting, even.

"Help me with—" Hiccup started to say, as he turned and beheld the Anomaly. A set of steps, no more than ten high. He knew, at the top, he would encounter the eleventh challenge, and as always, he would fail. He had been trying to beat it for years.

"_We'll beat it. Together,"_ Allr'bani whispered to him. _"It's a test, a challenge. Something that was left behind to prevent you from reaching your goal. You made me just for this purpose, father. And now… nothing can stop us."_

Hiccup begrudgingly smiled and began his climb up the stairs. Each step felt like it took a lifetime, until eventually, he stood at the top. A white wall barred his way, which Hiccup knew, would fall to become the next step if he passed its challenge. _"I am fire, father. Think of all the fire in your life. All the anger. Let it be your power to cut down everything that stands in our way,"_ Allr'bani said, whispering instructions to him.

And he did. Hiccup thought about everything that went wrong in his life. He was Fate's favorite toy to play with, and he was their toy no longer. He felt the burning, raging, all-consuming fire within roar to life, until he felt like he was being immolated from the inside out. The blade of Allr'bani mirrored Hiccup's emotions, blazing with an emerald fire that threatened to devour everything. Hiccup knew what to do instinctively. He gracefully swung Allr'bani with a casual ease, watching in fascination as his sword cut through the challenge that barred his way and turned it to ash.

Hiccup felt a rush of energy flow into him as the magic that guarded the next step was destroyed and absorbed. He smiled and knew that he would be victorious. When the challenge faded, the eleventh step was revealed. Hiccup took a step forward and cut down the next challenge, and the next, and the next. He broke into a sprint, swinging his sword madly, laughing all the while. It was so easy. Too easy.

"**NO!"** a voice roared, its words echoing through the Realm Eternal. Hiccup faltered mid swing, ducking and avoiding the wide slash of a wicked sword with rust and chips on the blade.

Hiccup swung Allr'bani faster than he ever thought possible. The sword slashed the Guardian's robes, who had seemingly appeared from nowhere. Hiccup scoffed. "Begone, creature. I am beyond you now, there is nothing you can do to stop me," he snarled.

The Guardian held its sword up, using both hands. "I cannot let you do that," the Guardian intoned.

Hiccup laughed. "You can't stop me, and you can't convince me not to continue on. There is nothing you can do, spirit. Leave me," he commanded, "or suffer my wrath."

The Guardian shook his head and reached up, with one hand, to put down his hood. Hiccup blinked, not believing what he saw. He had imagined what the guardians, or _the_ Guardian, in this case, looked like. He did not expect to see a skeleton. There was no flesh, only bone that was as white as the void surrounding them. "You know not who you meddle with, boy. I am _Death_," the Guardian, Death, intoned. "I have survived your predecessors, and I will survive you."

Death rushed forward, the skulls of his stole clanking hollowly. Hiccup met him in battle, using Allr'bani to block Death's blade. Hiccup laughed. "Do you know the name of my sword, creature? No? Let me tell you," he said, as he and Death traded a flurry of blows. "_All slaying_. It was a sword forged to kill the gods themselves. Do you think that you, creature, will not fall to her?"

Hiccup smirked. Allr'bani flared to life, coating her blade in emerald flames. Death recoiled, as if sensing the deadly nature of the fire. The two continued to trade strikes as Allr'bani slowly but surely began to eat away at Death's sword. If Death had eyes, they would be wide open in disbelief and fear. Hiccup lowered his shoulder and pushed, sending Death skidding back from their conflict.

Death's blade was breaking, falling apart. It had existed since the dawn of creation and had defended the Realm Eternal for eternity. It had stopped hundreds of others, just like the one before him, and now he grew wary of failure. He sensed his doom approaching, after so long. It was both a relief, and a regret. He had failed in his one duty given to him by his creator.

Hiccup raised Allr'bani high overhead, both hands on her hilt. A storm of emerald fire swirled around the blade, and the glow in Hiccup's eyes grew even brighter. With a supernaturally fast downward swing, Hiccup unleashed a sea of emerald fire upon Death. The Guardian was obscured from Hiccup's view, as intense as the flames were.

Hiccup flinched as a hand grabbed his shoulder. He spun around to see the face of Death, half his skull eroded away by the emerald fire of Allr'bani. "I cast you out," Death intoned, shoving Hiccup forward.

Hiccup snarled and made to swing Allr'bani to finish the job, but her blade never made it close. A black cloth came into existence, rapidly moving and boxing the space around Hiccup in. The cloth sealed Hiccup in a box, which then shrank and disappeared entirely, taking him and his sword with it.

Death let out a long, raspy sigh, before falling to his knees.

Astrid appeared then, out of breath from sprinting to the green light. All around her, a sea of emerald fire raged until it burned itself to nothing and flickered out. She stared at the Guardian, in its pitiful state.

Death laid down. He was tired. So very, very tired. Astrid moved to kneel next to the Guardian, somehow realizing he was dying. Death took in a raspy gasp, even though he didn't need to breathe. "You must go, mortal. Your other half… He is on Jotunheim. I have barred Him from this place… but not for long. He will overcome the seal, as He is truly… one of the few worthy," Death said.

Astrid just nodded, not sure what to say. Death released a breath, and then stilled. The emerald fire eating at his bones devoured his body, until there was nothing left, before flickering out of existence. Astrid stared at the black cloak left behind, and the stole of human skulls. She blinked as, suddenly, another skull was added to the stole. Then, the cloak and stole faded to nothing, too.

Astrid stood, with newfound determination. She knew how to beat Hiccup, and she knew where he was.

Jotunheim.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Hey guys! I had planned to release this chapter earlier, as I had everything pretty much written down and ready to go, but I was dissatisfied with some of the technical jargon associated with Yggdrasil's power and chose to work on it a little bit more. Also, this chapter is a tiny bit shorter than normal, because I felt like this was a good spot to cut it off for flow. Next chapter we see Jotunheim and all the dangers associated with it, as well as _maybe_ the last member of the A-team. I haven't decided if I'll get that far in the chapter to introduce him. Also, at some point, perhaps within 3 chapters, we get to see someone from Loki's family you guys have been asking for. Lots of exciting stuff coming up.

Anyway, lots going on in this chapter! We see the Dreyri Tome in action, we see Astrid's newfound power blossoming, we see Allr'bani and the aftereffects of absorbing Tyrfing, we see a little but more of what Hiccup is doing in the Realm Eternal— which there now should be enough clues for you to guess what is at the top of the stairs. A few of you have been on the right track for awhile now, this chapter should push you over the edge.

I suppose that last chapter was a bad chapter to ask for ideas, with the death of Valka and all. But, here we go— **I need suggestions for the human riders of Loki's army.** They can be figures from mythology in the real world, like Merlin, or original characters you guys dream up. You can leave a review, or send me a message, but please include: appearance, background, powers, and type of dragon. I can't guarantee if they will be a major part of the story, or if they will survive Ragnarok.

If you guys have any requests for things to happen on Jotunheim, let me know!

Also, a very special thank you to all my readers who gave me some kind words regarding my decision to kill off Valka. I got quite a bit of hate (as expected) but you guys made it worth it. A lot of you were asking if Valka will be able to talk to Hiccup in the Realm Eternal, and the answer I've come to is no: the dead do not have words for the living. This chapter we got a little but of Valka and Astrid action, and that was her parting gift to her living friends and family.

Regarding the ending (thanks for pointing this out, Flash Freeze) — this is war, and this is Ragnarok. Whatever ending it is, war never ends well. There will be death, there will be destruction. Many of the characters you have discovered and possibly even grown attached to are most likely going to die. Ragnarok was the war to end all wars. That being said… I've already written the ending. I feel like it's good, and resolves everything nicely. It might not be a classical happy ending, where everything goes right for Hiccup, but it is an ending.

As always, thanks for reading, and please leave a review. I hope you guys enjoyed.

- Musica


	39. The Cold Heart of Jotunheim

**Chapter 39: The Cold Heart of Jotunheim**

_by Code Musica_

**A/N:** Important note at the end regarding beta readers. If you're interested, please read.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"You're joking, right?" Sigrid asked, rolling her eyes.<p>

Astrid glared at her. "No. Hiccup is on Jotunheim, and I'm going to get him whether you all help me or not," she said pointedly.

Sigrid sighed and was about to respond when Agvior coughed abruptly. "I think what she is trying to say is, how do you know he is on Jotunheim? And, assuming you are right, _where _on Jotunheim is he? The realm of the frost giants is a large, uncharted place. We could spend years searching and never find their hideout, even more so if it is well hidden," the old elf posed.

Astrid frowned and shared a small look with everyone who sat in her tent: Sigrid, who was still slightly hung over from the previous night; Agvior, who Astrid had summoned to counsel her; Thor, who was still recovering from the stab wound Hiccup gave him; Auriel, who was all too happy to shirk her new queenly duties; and Agni, who was all too happy to follow the beautiful elven queen wherever she went.

With a roll of her eyes, Astrid cast a number of privacy wards around her tent. Agvior and Auriel did the same when they saw her begin to work magic. In the span of a minute, their tent was the most private place on the realm. "I know Hiccup is on Jotunheim… because I'm a Seer," Astrid lied, although it was more of a half truth. She learned where Hiccup was from the Guardian, who she could only meet if she was a Seer.

Sigrid scoffed. "No way," she said. Astrid glared at her. "Seriously?" Sigrid added. Astrid nodded.

"Wow," Sigrid said, chuckling slightly.

"And you've had a vision of him?" Agvior asked, genuinely surprised to meet a Seer. It wasn't everyday you met one, or met one who was willing to reveal his or her identity to you.

Astrid nodded. "Do you know where on Jotunheim he would be, then?" Agvior questioned.

Astrid cursed. That was one thing she didn't know, and the one thing she couldn't lie about. So she improvised. If Hiccup was on Jotunheim, surely he would be on that floating island, right? Astrid had returned to Asgard and noticed that it was missing, or moved. It made sense to her. "It's not clear… but…" Astrid started to say, intending to tell her friends about the island. She quickly found herself unable to speak of it.

Astrid opened and closed her mouth, trying to put her thoughts into words. She realized it was the magic surrounding the island that was preventing her from telling her friends about it.

"I know where he is, I just can't tell you. There is magic that prevents me," Astrid said lamely, for lack of a better excuse.

Agvior just nodded as if that was normal. "How exactly are we supposed to fight him?" Agni asked. "Last time, we got beaten like it was child's play."

"You don't have to fight him. I will. _Alone_," Astrid emphasized.

"Then why do you need us to help you?" Auriel asked, not offended, but curious.

"I can beat him, I know it. But I don't know how I'm going to contain him. He can… escape, quite easily," Astrid said, casting two quick glances at Agvior and Sigrid.

Agvior sighed. "If we're going to do this, best to have all our secrets out in the open," he suggested.

Astrid sighed. "Right then," she said, before launching into an explanation of what happened during the battle with the Nidhogg and her and Hiccup's soul bond. After she was done, Agvior entrusted them with the secret of Galmann's legend, and the truth about the power of the Veil and the nature of reality.

Auriel, Agni, and Thor listened with rapt attention at the new information, often times expressions of pure disbelief etched on their faces. "You're not pulling my beard, are you?" Sigrid asked angrily.

"Sigrid, you don't have a beard," Agni said, confused.

"It's a dwarven saying, lover boy," Sigrid quipped, causing Agni to blush.

"What we have said is the truth, I assure you," Agvior stated.

"Well then what is the point of capturing him if he's just going to fade away to this Veil the moment he gets a chance?" Auriel asked. It sounded an impossible task.

Thor took this time to speak up. "What do you know about this Veil power that he possesses?" Thor asked.

"Not much," Astrid confirmed, looking at Agvior to see if he had any information.

"Does it work off magic?" Thor clarified.

"Yes," Astrid answered. That much, at least, she knew.

Thor smiled. "I may have a solution, then," he said. "My father owns a set of armor. A very special set of armor. Armor is the wrong word, really. You see, the wearer of this armor is unable to use any magic, and they can't remove the armor themselves," Thor explained.

"So if we can get this armor on him…" Sigrid said.

"He won't be able to escape," Astrid concluded.

"The only problem is that he is much more powerful than us," Auriel pointed out.

"Don't worry about that. I'm confident I'll win," Astrid stated, leaving no room for argument.

"Will your father let us use this armor, Thor?" Agvior asked, getting back on topic.

Thor seemed to smile mischievously. "Probably not," he said.

Everyone looked at him blankly. "Are… are you saying, we're going to steal from the _Allfather?_" Sigrid yelled.

Thor's smile got even wider. "Don't worry, he won't even know it's gone. My brother and I did stuff like this all the time when we were kids, father never minded too much," Thor said.

"Yeah, that was you and your brother, the princes! His sons! We're a bunch of nobodies compared to you two, the Allfather will throw us in the dungeons and lose the keys if we get caught!" Sigrid protested. She didn't want to die in some dark, dank hole under Asgard.

"That is why we'll need a distraction!" Thor exclaimed, looking at Agvior. Everyone turned to look at the old elf.

"I'll not be part of this debauchery," Agvior intoned, crossing his arms.

"Come on, all you need to do is talk with my father. Five, ten minutes at the most. Ask him to let you take charge of the mission to capture Hiccup. We'll be in and out before you're even done!" Thor said, explaining his plan.

Agvior glanced at the eyes scrutinizing him. He caved. "Oh, fine. But if you get caught, I knew nothing of your schemes," he said.

Everyone smiled. "When do we leave?" Agni asked the question everyone had on their mind.

Thor smirked. "Tonight," he said.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"Thor! Are you sure it's this way!" Sigrid hissed in a whisper.<p>

"Yeah," Thor grunted. "Not much farther."

The five of them were currently crawling through a series of tunnels that acted as little more than a sewage system for the royal palace. Thor and Loki had explored the underground tunnels extensively as children and had used it to escape palace life on more than one occasion. Of course, they were significantly smaller back then. Now, they had to squeeze and shimmy through the narrow passageways, all while avoiding the bath water of the palace's occupants.

A large rat darted down their current tunnel, running through Thor's legs and over the hands of everyone behind him. Everyone squealed and tried to jump out of the way, only to hit their heads on the roof of the tunnel. "That was disgusting!" Auriel hissed. At her distress, Agni looked back the way they had come and roasted the rat with a bit of fire.

"Thank you," Auriel said, sounding relieved.

"This place is foul, Thor. I can't believe you came down here as kids!" Sigrid complained.

Thor chuckled. "It wasn't me that came down here, originally," he said, a little sadly. "Loki needed a place to hide from… our friends, and nobody knew of these tunnels. And if they did, no one would think to look for a prince of Asgard down here."

Astrid caught on to his meaning quickly, inferring from what she knew about Loki's and Hiccup's shared boyhood. Loki was looking for a place to hide from his tormentors. These tunnels were like Hiccup's cove on Berk. However much she hated what Loki stood for, and what he had dragged Hiccup into, she couldn't blame him. The both of them were products of their environment. Their childhoods spat back out the monsters that they saw.

"Come on," Thor whispered. "It's just up ahead."

The five of them continued on for another hundred feet before coming to a large, mithril grate in the ceiling. Sigrid cursed colorfully the entire way after having placed her hands in a rather large pile of shit. Everyone laughed at her expense, while also feeling a little sorry for her. "I hate you all," Sigrid screeched at them when their laughter became unbearable. "I think I'm going to join Hiccup. The world is better off without you lot."

Their laughter continued as they crawled upwards through a small drain and into a large cavern. Their laughter abruptly ended as Thor shushed them. Everyone looked around and nearly jumped out of their skin, as standing around the cavern, were several tens of metallic, lifelike statues. "Guardians," Thor whispered, barely audible. "Don't use magic, you'll set them off."

"Where are we?" Astrid whispered back. Thor looked around a bit, mainly at the ceiling where the doors were. A series of ancient runes were carved into the stone that Astrid, and everyone else, couldn't read. Except for Thor, that is.

"We're in Vault 43," Thor said, as if it was supposed to mean something. "We need to get to Vault 111. This way," he bid, creeping towards the north-western door as quietly as possible.

They made quite good time as Thor navigated the vaults, leading them towards their destination. Each cavern held untold wealth, oceans of gold; mountains of gems; enough jewellery for every woman in the realms; exquisite weapons and armor, enough for an army. They were strictly instructed to touch nothing. It was all warded, and most of it, cursed. After passing through a cavern with tens of skeletons surrounding an ornamental goblet, the urge to touch the treasure was gone entirely.

Eventually, they reached Vault 111. It was a smaller cavern, mostly empty, except for the large mithril door set in the wall, and the number of golems guarding it. "Damn," Thor cursed, leaning his head back into the doorway from where he had peaked from.

"What?" Astrid asked, moving to look herself.

"My father has made some upgrades since the last time I was here," Thor explained.

"How do we get passed these upgrades, then?" Agni asked in his thick Vanir accent.

Thor grinned and twirled Mjolnir in his hand. "Oh no," Auriel whispered only a second before Thor ran into the next room.

"Thor, stop! Get back here!" Astrid said, reaching out to grab his wrist. He was too fast.

Thor ran into the center of the room, Mjolnir held high, as lightning arced between his arms and his hammer. Astrid grabbed Sigrid by her belt as she tried to dart into the room. She forgot how headstrong her friend was. Sigrid and Thor were a lot alike in that sense. They preferred to hit things with their hammers and ask questions later.

A moment later, a bright flash of purple light flared to life, along with the boom of thunder. A stray bolt of lightning flashed back through the doorway the other four were standing in, impacting the previous cavern wall and leaving a large black scorch mark.

Astrid carefully peaked around the corner to look into the vault, where the stone was charred black and the golems were turned to ash from the lightning. Everyone thanked what gods may be that no alarms were sounded and walked into the cavern nonchalantly.

Auriel slapped the back of Thor's head. "Be careful next time!" she hissed at him with a glare. Thor just grinned boyishly in response.

"Yeah, you really should be more careful," Agni added with a nod, eagerly agreeing with Auriel. Sigrid snickered at his obvious attempt to gain her favor and punched him just below the knee, causing his leg to give out.

"How do we get through that door?" Astrid said, ignoring her friends' antics.

Thor seemed to actually stop and think, for once. He approached the door with Mjolnir and tapped it with the hammer lightly, as if expecting it to give him entrance. After thirty seconds, it became clear the door was not going to budge. "I am Thor, son of Odin, prince of Asgard! I demand you open for me at once!" Thor threatened.

Astrid covered her face with a hand in shame. Thor was threatening a door. _Threatening_ a _door_. "Get out of the way," she commanded, pushing Thor away from the door as she examined it for some sort of keyhole or lock mechanism. She didn't find any.

"Looks like we'll have to force our way through," Astrid concluded.

"Are you sure that is wise? The alarm might not have sounded for the golems because they were inactive, but they will surely sound if a vault door is destroyed," Auriel lectured. Beside her, Agni nodded several times.

Astrid looked to Thor for an answer. He just shrugged. "We'll have leave in a hurry if the alarms do sound," he said, casting a few looks around the cavern. He found what he was looking for a few tens of feet away. A large drain, much like the one they had climbed through to enter the vaults. "We can escape through there," he said, pointing to the steel hatch of the drain. "I haven't been through that particular tunnel, but I'm sure I can lead us back."

It only took a few moments for everyone to agree to the plan. "How do we get in, then?" Agni asked.

Astrid smirked. "Leave it to me," she said. "I'll open the door, Thor will grab the armor, the rest of you have that drain open for us. We'll be in and out before anyone knows we were here."

Astrid stepped forward and turned to face the vault door, while Thor took a few steps backwards and to the side to get out of her way. The others retreated to the grate and carefully pried it open. Astrid took in a deep breath, closed her eyes, and cleared her thoughts, emerging herself in the knowledge that Yggdrasil had given her. She reached out, not with her mind, but an intangible sixth sense that all living things possessed. She felt the air caress her skin, the way the rocks felt under her boots, the way the damp chill of the cavern made her shiver. Far, far above her, she could feel the countless smaller forms of life; worms, birds, and other small insects. Above that, sparse grass and trees of the gardens.

A soft glow began to envelop Astrid. At first, it was the color of her own magic, a beautiful sapphire color. Then it changed, becoming tinted with Hiccup's emerald colored magic— no doubt a result of their soul bond. After that, one by one, more and more colors began to change the glow. Ruby reds, ocean greens, sky blues, inky blacks, milky whites. Astrid pooled the energy into her right hand and opened her eyes.

What she saw was a soft and radiant glow that bubbled and writhed around her forearm, almost like a gauntlet. It was an ever changing rainbow of colors. Astrid could feel the immense power emanating from her arm, and yet, she could tell that it was incomplete. She was missing something, some vital part of the magic that still eluded her.

But it was enough. She cocked her fist back and swung. A torrent of raw arcane power crackled from her knuckles, extending from her fist and crashing into the vault door. The enchantments defending the door flared to life. For a moment they held back the attack, before the magic simply shattered and faded to nothing. The sound of metal tearing caused everyone to put their hands to their ears in an attempt to block out the sound. A bright flash of white light, and the energy dissipated to reveal that a circular hole the size of a large man had burned its way through the vault door.

Astrid smirked, then gasped, as the toll from using such power assaulted her. Unbidden, she fell to one knee and struggled to keep herself off the floor. Thor winced, but rushed past her and into the vault to look for the armor. He wanted to see if Astrid was okay, but they were fighting against time now. No doubt his father would be alerted and come to investigate, and it was best to not be there when he arrived.

Thor looked around, casting panicked glances at the objects in the vault. He found what he was looking for quick enough, and heard Sigrid come to Astrid's aid outside. Thor grabbed what was little more than a threadbare ribbon the color of iron. He stuffed the ribbon into a small pack he had been carrying and quickly retreated back into the cavern where his friends were dropping back into the sewers. Astrid was the last to enter, followed shortly thereafter by Thor, who pushed the grate back into place.

"Come on, let's get out of here," Thor hissed, rapidly crawling in the direction he thought was the exit.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>It was well after sunset when the five of them managed to find the exit out of the sewers, which wasn't very pleasant in and of itself. They had found their escape through a large tunnel that led to a lake where the waste was being emptied. Needless to say, the flow was much stronger there. None of them escaped the filth.<p>

"I need a bath," Auriel declared quite firmly. No one disagreed with her. Astrid took one look at her appearance and quickly conjured water from the air to wash away the filth and grime of the sewers. She was sure that Stormfly would pin her down and lick every inch of her clean if the dragon caught her rider in such a state. The others copied her, for lack of a place to properly bathe. The lake was out of the question due to the sewage.

After they were all moderately more clean, the five of them made their way to their previously agreed location to meet. It was a large garden, which Astrid thought didn't do it justice. The garden was owned by one of the richer families on Asgard, and was nearly a square mile of forest, flowers, and shrubbery. Through the middle, a small creek wound, artificially created by use of magic.

They found a very irate looking Agvior waiting for them next to the dragons and their tents. "I hope you found what you were looking for, considering the entire palace was swarming with guards," he chided.

Astrid had the decency to blush, but nodded. Thor reached into his pack and withdrew the ribbon. "This? This is what we risked life in the dungeons for? This is what we crawled through the sewers for?" Sigrid asked incredulously.

Thor smirked proudly, holding the ribbon loosely. Everyone looked at Thor like he was insane. "This," Thor said, "is Gleipnir. It was forged by the dwarves to be unbreakable, and would seal any and all magic. Once you wrap it around the target and tie the knot, the armor forms. It is keyed to the one who tied the knot, meaning only they can undo it. It was forged, originally, to capture Fenrir. Seeing as how Hiccup is the bigger threat, I don't think anyone would mind if we use it on him instead."

Agvior sputtered and practically shouted. "You cannot! That was forged specifically to bind the wolf and save your father's life! The prophecy foretold—"

"The prophecy didn't mention my brother having a son that was near his equal, did it? Trust me, Fenrir is far less of a danger than Hiccup and my father is perfectly capable of putting down an animal," Thor declared.

Agvior grumbled but said nothing more, clearly irked. If he had known what exactly they were stealing, he would have never let them go. "What of your meeting with the Allfather?" Astrid asked nervously.

Agvior sighed. "I received permission to lead our band of brigands," at this, he glared at all of them in turn. "He agreed that if we are successful, Hiccup will avoid execution."

Astrid sighed in relief. Everyone else, besides Agvior, seemed to agree with Thor's choice. Hiccup was a greater threat than Fenrir, though it was impossible to ignore the wolf. He was a beast, a warrior. He fought on the front lines with tooth and claw. Hiccup could command armies, use great and lost magic, and with the power of the Veil, be anywhere he desired and undefeatable by any except, perhaps, Astrid.

Agvior shook his head and sighed wearily, looking every bit as old as he felt. "Fine. Now how are we going to infiltrate Jotunheim? The frost giants aren't just going to let us take a leisurely stroll through their realm," he asked, to spite them if nothing else.

Astrid smirked. "You speak giant, right, Master Agvior?" Astrid asked coyly.

Agvior rolled his eyes. "Yes, of course. I'm fluent in many languages, including—"

"Good. Then my plan will work flawlessly," Astrid grinned maniacally. No one liked the sound of that. Stormfly let out a small draconic laugh.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"This is insane! Absolutely insane!" Sigrid hissed under her breath.<p>

"For once, I agree with ze dwarf," Agni said in his thick Vanir accent.

"Shut up! Agvior does the talking, the rest of you act like you're busy!" Astrid commanded.

"Busy doing what! I've never sailed a skyship before! Let alone a frost giant one!" Auriel hissed back.

Currently, a large skyship was slowly gliding forward in the skies of Asgard towards the World Gate. It was a large, hulking construction, made of a dark timber and reinforced with cold steel. The cloth of its sails and wings was, in fact, hide of the creatures native to the realm of its origin. Below deck, four dragons sat quietly in the hold. On the ship's deck were six men and women. All of which were frost giants.

Of course, they weren't really frost giants, nor was the ship they were sailing an actual frost giant skyship. It was a common Aesir skyship that had been commandeered by Thor, which Astrid then used her connection to Hiccup to weave an illusion around, making it appear as if it was a frost giant ship. Next, she gave the six of them disguises as common frost giants using descriptions provided by Agvior. It was taxing, extremely so, and Astrid found herself relying on both her own strength and Stormfly's to keep the illusion up. And the strain would only increase once she had to fool whatever awaited them on the other side of the World Gate.

"We're all going to die," Sigrid said weakly as the World Gate began to open for them. Through the shimmer of energy, Astrid could see towering mountains and vast tundras, blanketed by snow and ice.

Agvior, standing at the helm of the ship, guided it forward and into the the World Gate and the realm of the frost giants. They were entering enemy territory.

The six of them held their breaths as the wall of energy approached them. A bright flash forced them to close their eyes, and a moment later they felt an unbearable chill eat at their flesh. Astrid opened her eyes gingerly as a wall of white obscured her vision. It was snowing. Heavily. The winds whipped the snow back and forth so hard that it appeared as if the snow was falling sideways through the air. Agvior continued to guide the ship forth.

"Get back to work," Astrid whispered to her friends. They were all just standing around staring into the snowstorm. If someone saw them, their behavior would appear strange. Astrid and Agni saw to the sails, while Auriel sat in the crow's nest keeping a lookout. Sigrid was swabbing the deck.

A minute passed as they slowly passed through the storm. "Too easy," Astrid muttered under her breath, a fine mist leaving her lips as she spoke due to the cold.

A few moments later, they broke through the snowstorm. Astrid wished they hadn't. Surrounding them on all sides was a large fortress made of solid ice. Manning the fortress were hundreds of frost giants, most of which had large ballistae aimed at their ship. Astrid casted a quick glance backwards where she could see a swirling storm of snow and ice. It was a magically created storm, a ruse to hinder any who would dare invade the realm of frost.

"Halt," a voice called out, rough and grating in its tone. No one knew what was said, except Agvior, but they knew it couldn't have been good. Astrid could faintly hear Sigrid cursing under her breath as she continued to swab the deck with all her might. Their ship grinded to a halt as Agvior left the helm and moved to address the speaker, a tall, muscular frost giant wearing little more than a few furs held together by chainmail that covered him from the waist down. It was doing a very poor job of preserving the giant's modesty.

Astrid focussed on maintaining and strengthening the illusion. She knew it was working, else they would be dead. The frost giants were not known for taking prisoners. "State your business," the frost giant commander spat at Agvior.

Agvior stomped out his growing fear and spoke in the most eloquent giantish he had ever spoken. "We be returnin' from Nidavellir, sir," he grated out. Astrid smiled at how well Agvior could speak the language. He sounded like the frost giant commander, albeit less eloquent if her guess was correct.

The frost giant commander scowled. "What's your designation," he barked at them. Agvior inwardly cursed. He had no idea how to identify himself or his ship. Astrid sensed that something was going awry and Sigrid continued to curse under her breath as she swabbed faster and faster.

Another frost giant ran up to the commander and handed him a book. The commander opened it and began to flip through the pages. "Well, out with it— hey! You fool! Stop that!" the commander yelled, pointing at Sigrid.

Sigrid looked up at the sound of yelling and quickly saw the frost giant pointing at her. "You'll weigh the ship down with rime, you will!" the commander spat. Agvior moved to grab Sigrid and throw her below deck rather violently. She would forgive him, hopefully. He needed to play the part assigned to him.

"Sorry, sir. New recruit," Agvior muttered in explanation.

The commander simply rolled his eyes and went back to flipping pages in his book. Eventually he found something of interest and stopped. "What was your designation, again?" he asked.

Agvior's mind raced to find an acceptable answer for a few seconds. Seeing his hesitation, the frost giant commander seemed to nod. "The King will be waiting for your report, try not to keep him waiting any more than you already have," he said before snapping his book shut and waving them through.

"Yes, sir," Agvior said with a sigh of relief as he moved back to the helm and urged the ship forward. The timbers creaked as they glided forward. Massive doors of ice, easily one thousand feet tall, swung open on silent hinges and allowed them out into the sky of Jotunheim.

When their ship was well and truly away from the fortress, everyone released a deep sigh of relief. They had made it. Sigrid reappeared from below deck, a scowl on her face. "How did we get past them?" Auriel asked.

Agvior shrugged and smirked. "I believe they thought that no one would be foolish enough to sneak into Jotunheim. The commander seemed to believe that we were spies or scouts returning to deliver a report to their king," Agvior explained. "I haven't felt that alive in a century," he added proudly.

"So, where to now?" Agni asked, rubbing his arms to ward off the chill. Everyone turned to Astrid.

Astrid closed her eyes and focussed on her soul bond with Hiccup. She felt the instinctual pull to be closer to him and knew he was on the realm. She focused on the pull, willing it to show her the way. "That way," she said, pointing to the north-east.

Agvior cast a quick look back to make sure they weren't being followed or watched before spinning the wheel of the ship and heading off towards the north-east.

The six of them, plus the four dragons, made their way steadily northwards for nearly three days. Their progress was occasionally slowed by the blizzards and ice storms that were a natural occurrence on the realm. Once they were a day out, Astrid dropped the illusion, no longer having the strength to maintain it any longer.

The worst part of their journey was the cold. They were all dressed in thick layers of furs and magic to ward off the chill, but still the cold seeped into their bones. They even slept with the dragons at night to keep warm, which did little to help them. "You should be thankful that we are not journeying through Niflheim," Agvior said one day after a particularly long tirade by Sigrid. "The Niflungar thrive in the absolute cold, and so their realm is the kingdom of all things that call the ice their home. You could spit and it would be frozen solid by the time it hit the ground."

"That makes me feel much better, thank you," Sigrid replied sarcastically. Astrid couldn't help the small giggle at how her friend complained.

"How much farther do we have, anyway?" Sigrid asked.

Astrid huffed and focussed on her soul bond with Hiccup. She definitely felt closer to him now. "Two days, maybe one if the weather holds," she replied, rubbing her hands together for warmth. Sigrid just grumbled.

A wave of fire passed over Sigrid's head before quickly fizzling out. "Hey! Watch it, hot head!" Sigrid yelled at Agni, who was creating small bursts of fire in an attempt to keep himself and Auriel warm.

"Sorry," Agni said meekly, rubbing his hands together and sending small embers into the air. Astrid chuckled under her breath at Agni's continued efforts to both woo Auriel and annoy Sigrid. She didn't know if Auriel fancied him, but it was clear that Agni had been quite taken with the elven queen since the first moment they met.

"What is that…" Agvior muttered as he held up a small sailing telescope to gaze at the horizon. Everyone stopped what they were doing to run to the bow of the ship and look as well. On the horizon was what appeared to be a large forest covered in a sea of thick gray mist. Astrid could see the individual tree trunks even from the vast distance they were at and knew from previous experience on Alfheim that the trees were massive in size.

The hours dragged on, with Astrid and Sigrid watching the approaching forest, Agni attempting to provide some small measure of comfort to Auriel, and Thor polishing Mjolnir. Agvior remained at the helm, ever watchful. The dragons were getting tired of being cooped up below deck, but it was too dangerous to allow them to fly freely.

"I'm tired, I'll see everyone in the morn," Astrid declared as the sun began to fall below the mountains. Night on Jotunheim was a torture Astrid would not wish on any. If the realm was cold during the day, it was deathly cold at night. Astrid was willing to bet that a minute of exposure was enough to kill a man. They only survived because of magic, and their dragons. Agvior's golden Nightmare was especially helpful at providing warmth, though they risked immolating their ship every time the dragon lit itself.

Astrid snuggled up to Stormfly, who wrapped her rider within her wings and nuzzled her like a hatchling to keep her warm. _"Good night, Stormfly,"_ Astrid whispered.

"_Good night, hatchling,"_ Stormfly replied, stoking the fires within her to shield Astrid from some small measure of the cold.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"<em>Hatchling! Hatchling, wake up!"<em> Stormfly squawked in alarm.

"Wha?" Astrid replied sleepily, nuzzling into Stormfly for warmth.

Stormfly nipped her lightly. _"Wake up!"_ Stormfly squawked again.

Astrid bolted upright, fully awake after Stormfly's bite and the tone of alarm in her voice. _"The ship is falling!"_ Stormfly squawked, standing up and shaking from head to tail.

Astrid felt the deck below her feet shift and angle downwards. "Oh shit," Astrid cursed. _**"Everybody up! Move it, move it!" **_Astrid roared. Stormfly's claws dug into the wood to stabilize her footing as she squawked in the tongue of dragons, warning her nestmates about the danger. In a matter of seconds, everyone was up and in a panic.

Agvior burst out of the room they were sleeping in and rushed to the helm, stumbling as the ship continued to fall unevenly through the sky. The rest of them quickly grabbed their possessions and threw them haphazardly into their packs. Astrid, Sigrid, and Thor made sure their dragon's saddles were fitted properly, with Astrid making sure Gullhyrndr, Agvior's golden Nightmare, was properly fitted as well.

Agvior returned, panic clearly etched on his face. "The ship is going down! Something is interfering with the magic of the runes!" Agvior declared, rushing to Gullhyrndr and readying himself for flight.

"We have to leave, now!" Agvior added as he strapped himself in to his saddle.

Astrid leapt into Stormfly's saddle and she felt Auriel join her. Agni rode with Thor. "Sigrid, make a path!" Astrid yelled. She could hear the whistle of wind pass them by as their ship fell to the ground.

Sigrid patted Hlif, her dragon, on the neck. A moment later, the old Rumblehorn was charging for the wall of the ship. He easily destroyed the wood, as there was no magic to keep it together. The dragons quickly dived through the hole and took to the skies. Not five seconds later, their skyship impacted the icy tundra and shattered into a million splinters. Astrid could feel her heart hammering in her chest so hard it visibly moved the furs she was wearing. They almost died in their sleep.

Having avoided death, Astrid looked around at their surroundings for the first time. They were perhaps a mile away from the forest they had seen earlier that day, and she could clearly see that each tree was nearly a thousand feet in diameter, if not more. They weren't quite as large as some of the trees on Alfheim, but they were ancient and impressive in their own right. Two mountains stood at the end of the forest, forming a valley in which the trees grew. The mountains themselves stretched high into the sky, so high that Astrid could not see the peaks even after enhancing her vision to see farther, and see in the dark.

The dark. It was still night. Astrid recoiled as she felt the immense cold assault her. It felt like her bones were icing over. "We have to find shelter!" Astrid yelled over the roar of a small blizzard. It was always snowing on Jotunheim, it seemed.

Astrid looked back and forth, trying to find some way to get out of the cold. As panic began to set in, that they might meet their ends in this wasteland of ice and death, she spotted a small glow from a fire near the base of one of the mountains to her right. "There!" Astrid yelled, pointing towards the glow.

The four dragons immediately sprung into actions, ice cracking and breaking from their wings as they thundered towards the warm glow that Astrid hoped, and prayed, was fire. Astrid tried to calm her racing heart as she felt the cold dread, even colder than the temperature around them, grasp her heart. The dragons could not survive in this cold. Ice formed on their wings as they flew, making it difficult to fly properly. If they stopped moving, they would probably freeze completely, causing them to lose the wings at best, die at worse.

The very notion of being separated from Stormfly made Astrid tremble in fear. She couldn't imagine life without Hiccup or Stormfly, the loss of either would cripple her and she didn't know if she could ever get over that wound. Astrid used magic to try and keep Stormfly warm and prevent the ice from forming, which helped little. Ice began to form on the furs Astrid wore and she knew they would die if they didn't reach the glow soon.

Astrid gasped in relief as she felt a sudden rush of warmth envelop her and Stormfly. She felt, deep within her very being, a power reaching out and shielding her, giving both her and Stormfly the strength to go on. Astrid thought it was Yggdrasil coming to her aid. She looked to her left and right and found that, for some reason, the World Tree had not deigned to assist the others. Looking deeper within herself, Astrid knew that it was not her connection to Yggdrasil that was helping her, but Hiccup.

Astrid felt a tender affection well up from within her that stemmed from Hiccup. He knew they were there, and he was helping her. Astrid immediately sealed off her knowledge of the war, their task, how they planned to capture him with Gleipnir, and her newfound power. She felt guilty for it, but knew she couldn't risk him having the knowledge if she wanted to save him.

And then they were landing before a cave, from within, was the warm orange glow of a fire. Astrid felt the tender warmth from Hiccup fade, but not before she felt the distinct touch of lips touching her own. Astrid held a hand up, tracing her lips, at the kiss. They were enemies in a war, fighting for their own beliefs, and separated by many miles, and yet Hiccup still managed to melt her heart. _"I love you,"_ Astrid whispered in the deepest corners of her being.

Astrid thought she heard _"And I love you,"_ whispered back, but she couldn't be sure if she had actually heard it, or if it was her mind playing tricks on her.

The other riders used magic to break the ice from themselves and their dragons, quickly making sure no one was injured. Seeing that they had, somehow, made it through, the six of them couldn't help but laugh sardonically. It was the laugh of a man who had stared death in the face and walked away unscathed. "I hate this place," Sigrid complained, causing them to laugh again.

"Come on," Astrid said, gesturing for them to follow her deeper into the cave. "Let's find out what this glow is."

The six of them, as well as the four dragons, made their way deeper into the cave. The dragons were, eventually, forced to stay behind, as the cave became too small for them to fit. Stormfly assured Astrid that she would be fine, and that they were out of the elements enough to remain warm and unharmed.

They walked for nearly ten minutes until they came to a large cave with numerous stalactites that nearly reached the cave ceiling. In the center of the cave was a large bonfire, nearly ten feet high. The bonfire gave off a tremendous amount of heat, causing them to sweat under their layers of thick furs. They began to walk around a stalactite that obscured the entrance of the cavern, before Agvior fell backwards and pushed them back behind the stalactite. His face was pale, and not from the cold.

"Be very quiet," he whispered so quietly that they knew what he said more from reading his lips than hearing his words. "We have to leave. Now," he added urgently.

Sigrid took a peek around the stalactite. Her eyes widened and she felt her knees grow weak. "By all that is holy! Do you see that monstrosity over there!" Sigrid swore. Astrid took a peek to see what they had saw. It was a frost giant, that much was clear. But it was unlike any frost giant Astrid had ever seen or heard of in her entire life.

It was a giant among the giants, standing easily twenty feet tall, probably more. It was a hulking, muscular monstrosity, so much so that it appeared to not have a neck. It was simply a wall of muscle. It was covered in thick, purple, veins, each one larger than a man's arm. If Astrid focused, she could actually hear the creature's pulse from where she stood. The creature stomped to the other side of the bonfire, each step causing the stone to shake underfoot. It picked up a large deer, holding it between its thumb and index finger. Astrid could see its face, with a protruding jaw that gave the creature an underbite. It had beady red eyes and a nose that was fat and elongated that fell to its upper lip. Its teeth were yellowed and razor sharp, made for tearing and gnawing. A thick, matted black hair fell to the creature's shoulders.

The creature wore a skirt made of numerous furs, held together by chainmail. The garment did little to nothing to preserve its modesty, giving Astrid an eyeful or something that would haunt her nightmares for the rest of her days. In its right hand was a tree trunk that was thicker than Astrid was tall. It was devoid of bark, showing the white flesh of the wood. At the end of the tree, the white of the wood was dyed crimson. No doubt from blood. The end and middle of the tree were heavily worn, indicating the creature was no stranger to using its club.

"By the gods…" Astrid intoned, bumping into Thor as she hid behind the stalactite once more.

"Trolls. Bigger, stronger, _dumber,_" Thor explained to everyone in a whisper. They all nodded and began to move back the way they came. They stopped as the troll began to sniff the air, great loud inhales echoing through the cave. Nobody moved. Nobody breathed. Nobody even thought. If Astrid could, she would have stopped her heart in attempt to be more quiet.

"Go way! Me no share meat!" the troll roared, its voice grating and guttural. Its roar was so loud that Astrid had to cover her ears for fear that they would be damaged. Dust fell from the ceiling, along with a few stray rocks.

Five of them were all too eager to comply with the troll's request and began to skitter towards the tunnel entrance. Agvior did not follow. Instead, he turned to face the troll, making sure the others were behind him. "Agvior! What are you doing! Let's go!" Astrid yelled, not bothering to whisper now that they were discovered.

"We can't go back, we'd freeze. Our dragons will be fine, but not us," Agvior said in the tone he used when lecturing. Astrid growled and began to bodily drag him through the tunnel when the troll stepped out from behind the stalactite and stared at them. Astrid felt a tinge of primordial fear course through her as she met the glare of the monstrosity. She imagined that this was what a rat felt as it stared into the eyes of a cat before it was eaten.

"Hello," Agvior tried, being the only one to speak giant among their group.

The troll bent down and roared with an open mouth, spittle flying and coating Agvior. "Go way!" the troll yelled, again.

"We were wondering if—" Agvior began to say, before the troll took a menacing step forward, eying them like they were its next meal. Sigrid grabbed Agvior's leg and began to help Astrid drag the senile old elf back the way they came before they joined the deer roasting over the fire.

"Me no share meat with nasty elfsies," the troll said in its guttural voice.

"We no want meat," Agvior tried, dumbing down his vocabulary to speak with the troll.

The troll grumbled, a strange noise like rocks grinding against rocks. "What want, den," it asked.

Agvior cleared his throat. "It cold, need fire. That all," he explained. Astrid and Sigrid were stopping their pulling as they beheld the sheer oddity that was the conversation between Agvior and the troll. Behind them, Thor twirled Mjolnir in his hand and danced back and forth on his feet, ready to fight to save his friends.

The troll glared at them, each in turn. "Fine den, but no meat or me crush you," the troll said, turning and walking back to the bonfire and the cooking deer.

Astrid, Sigrid, Auriel, Thor, and Agni looked at Agvior as if he was a god amongst men. "What just happened?" Sigrid asked, the first among them to speak.

Agvior straightened his dishevelled clothes and smirked, holding his chin high and proud. "Trolls are a very misunderstood creature. They are outcasts even among their own kind and are rarely aggressive unless threatened," he explained scholarly.

Thor looked at him as if he was insane. "You are insane, old man," he said, putting words to his thoughts.

"Come on. Just don't do anything stupid," Agvior said, gesturing for them to follow him towards the bonfire.

Astrid sat down close to the fire after taking off her fur tunic, sighing in relief as the heat of the fire melted away the chill that ate at her bones. Ten feet away from her, the troll sat down, causing her and everyone else in the room to fly off the floor by a few inches. The troll cracked the spine of the deer and tore into it, eating bones, organs, and meat all the same. Astrid wrinkled her nose as she caught a whiff of the troll's stench. She gagged and had to use magic to prevent herself from vomiting. The troll had most likely, and quite literally, never bathed a day in its life.

Agvior slid over to her and pulled her away from the troll and closer to their group. "Best not to get too close," he whispered in elvish. The troll looked up and stared at them, forgetting his meal for a second. For a moment, there was a brief shine of what Astrid could only recognize as clarity in the troll's eyes.

Agvior cleared his throat as he prepared to speak giantish again. "You name?" Agvior asked. The troll looked at him funny. "Me Agvior, you?" Agvior tried again, pointing to himself as he said his name, and towards the troll as he asked for its name.

The troll gave a toothy smile that looked cruel and fierce. "Me Taf," the troll, Taf, said in perfect elvish.

Everyone was shocked that the troll could speak elvish, as it was clear it was quite dumb. Agvior nudged Astrid, tilting his head in Taf's direction.

"Uh, me Astrid," Astrid said, speaking in elvish. Everyone else introduced themselves in the tongue of the elves with equal ineloquence. Though the troll could speak elvish, they weren't sure if he could handle more advanced words. And it was a he, Astrid shuddered.

Taf smiled again as the six of them introduced themselves. "You nice elfsies, me like," Taf said as he tore back into the deer. Astrid laughed nervously. Was that a like as in I'm going to enjoy your flesh, or the like as in I will spare your puny lives?

"I hate you all," Sigrid whispered in dwarvish. Astrid kicked her. Best to watch their words around the troll. She really wanted it to be the like as in the troll would spare their puny lives.

"Listen," Astrid said, speaking in dwarvish, hoping that the troll wouldn't pick up on their conversation. Everyone turned to face Astrid, stopping what they were doing. "Hiccup knows we are here, or at least, that I am here," she said.

Agvior's expression grew grim. "How?" he asked seriously.

"Stormfly and I weren't going to make it. Ice was building on her wings too fast. Before we fell, Hiccup used magic to assist us through our soul bond. There is no way he doesn't know I'm here. I managed to keep him from all knowledge about our task, though, so I don't think he knows you are all here," Astrid explained.

Agvior nodded thoughtfully. "No doubt he suspects you will have brought help, though. His mind is far too great to think that only you would come for him," he commented. Everyone agreed. Agni pulled out several wineskins from his pack, each filled with Vanir rum. It was a spicy and sweet drink that was quite popular in all the realms. He handed each to his friends who accepted gratefully. A little liquid courage would help in chasing the cold from their bodies.

They all flinched as the ground shook as Taf made his way over to them. Auriel averted her eyes as the troll's skirt failed to defend his modesty. Taf looked between Agni and the wineskins expectantly. Agvior kicked him in the shin, hard, before motioning with his head to give the troll one of the wineskins. Agni handed over his own without hesitation. Better to be thirsty than in the belly of a troll.

Taf threw the wineskin into his mouth and chewed on it, extracting the rum from within. He hummed happily at the taste of the small amount of liquid. The troll looked at Agvior next, his eyes flickering between the elf and the wineskin. Everyone sighed, knowing what the troll wanted. They all handed over their wineskins without complaint as Taf hummed in delight at the rum. Astrid thought she saw another moment of clarity in the troll's eyes as he regarded them, before he stood straight and walked further back into the cave with graceful strides.

Taf returned a moment later with a giant wooden keg and set it down in front of the six of them. He motioned with his eyes between the keg and the group. Agvior was the only one among them who was brave enough to try taking whatever was in the keg. Agvior removed the lid of the ked to reveal a bright yellow-orange liquid that smelled sickly sweet. Agvior's eyes widened. "This is Heidrun mead!" he exclaimed, using both hands to create a cup and taking a long sip of the mead.

Agvior savored the sweet flavor of the mead, which came from the rare species of goats, the Heidruns, that produced mead, not milk, from their udders. He motioned for the others to join him. Astrid looked warily between the mead and Taf, but at the troll's happy grin, took a few drinks of the mead.

Taf disappeared again as they were drinking and reappeared with what appeared to be a two-headed bear, easily as large as some dragons. He stuck the bear with a long piece of metal and began to roast it over the fire. "You nice elfsies, no run, no mean, no hurt. Me like," Taf drawled happily.

Astrid laughed, not at Taf, but rather at how quickly he warmed up to them. The rest joined in on her mirth, and Taf sensed that they were laughing with him, rather than at him, somehow, and joined in. The troll's laughter caused the cave to shake which, in turn, caused the six of them to stop laughing and take a few more drinks of mead.

Taf tossed them the bear, which Astrid easily gutted. Among them, she was the only one who had experience in preparing an animal for consumption. Agvior and Auriel, as elves, never ate meat. They considered life to be sacred. Sigrid, as a dwarf, ate mainly seafood from the underground seas. Agni ate, well… insects and lizards. Thor had all his food prepared by servants at the palace.

When Astrid had enough meat for the six of them, she gave Taf the rest of the bear, including the organs. The troll licked his lips hungrily and held the bear up, slurping out the organs that Astrid had cut loose. Astrid shuddered and did her best to ignore the grotesque eating habits of their newest… ally? Friend? Who knew.

When they were done eating and drinking, everyone began to lay down on their bedrolls near the fire and talk as they tried to fall asleep. Tomorrow morning, they would set out to find Hiccup, which Astrid knew he was close.

The last thoughts on all their minds was a prayer to the gods that Taf would not crush them in the middle of the night.

Or eat them.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

So, this is the first chapter that is entirely focussed on Astrid's point of view. Next chapter we'll see a good bit of Hiccup, as well as some more of Astrid's journey to find Loki's isle on Jotunheim. Their confrontation will either be at the end of the next chapter, or the chapter after that. Several things were introduced in this chapter, mainly being: Jotunheim, Taf the Troll, Niflheim and the Niflungar (allies of Loki), as well as a little sneak peek at Astrid's new power that she has yet to master. Next chapter we meet someone special as well. It's a character you guys have accused me of forgetting, but I assure you, I have not!

Gleipnir — the ribbon which bound Fenrir, which was unbreakable. It was created by the combination of six supposedly impossible things: the sound of a cat's steps, the beard of a woman, the roots of a mountain, the sinew of a bear, the breath of a fish, and the spittle of a bird.

Someone asked me where I got the inspiration for the Veil, and I figured I would just explain here since it seems to be a common question. The concept of the Veil comes from the Ginnungagap in Norse mythos, but also equally from one of the characters I imagined for my own original story, Galmann, who wielded a power similar to the Veil but from a different origin. The Ginnungagap was the primordial void that existed since before creation, where in the north the realm of Niflheim resided, and in the south, the realm of Muspelheim resided. The rest of creation came into being when the ice of Niflheim came into contact with the fires of Muspelheim in the middle of Ginnungagap. I had, originally, wanted to call the Veil "Ginnungagap" however I felt that it sounded weird and wasn't nearly as cool. But, like I said, the Veil has many names. Its true name, however, is Ginnungagap. So there you have it.

**Beta readers** — so awhile back I was looking for a beta reader (or readers) and I just never really got around to it. My chapters are usually quite long, and sometimes are released within days of each other at best, or every week. It's a lot of work to read, then re-read, and then re-read again when each chapter is 8-10k words long. I really didn't want to put that kind of work on someone's shoulders. That being said, I think I will start looking for one, or perhaps several, beta readers. Your job would be to catch grammar and spelling errors (I don't make many, but there are a few), but mainly, and most importantly: I want to start including Toothless and Stormfly more in the story. It's something I've been incredibly weak on for almost 40 chapters now, and I want to change it. So, your main job as a beta reader would be to read my chapter, and point out places where rider-dragon dialogue would make sense and provide insight to the story. **If you are interested, please leave a review stating as such, or send me a message. I will choose as many people as needed, but probably not more than three.**

Gullhyrndr — "golden-horned," in reference to the dragon's gold colored hide, as well as Agvior's golden/topaz-yellow colored magical energy, and his golden sword, Elding.

Taf — "dawdler, sluggish man" but also, "restrained, contained." I'll let you guys ponder what his name could mean for his character. Taf is a troll, which was a derogatory term for giants. I've taken some creative liberties and turned trolls into a sort of mutated version of frost giants. Think Super Mutant Behemoth from the Fallout series. Among frost giant society, trolls are viewed as freaks and are generally shunned for their massive size and lack of intelligence. Taf can be considered part of the "A-team," though he is better described as an ally.

Speaking of Fallout, Fallout 4 comes out on November 10th. I will be playing that extensively for probably the entire month. Chapters will be slow in coming, if at all. Just thought I'd let you guys know in advance.

As always, thanks for reading. I hope you guys enjoyed. Please leave a review, I read every single one and reply to most/all questions. Plus they inspire me to write, so more reviews = more chapters.

- Musica


	40. Hiccup's Ambition

**Chapter 40: Hiccup's Ambition**

_by Code Musica_

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup was falling, through darkness and shadow. It was a weightless feeling, as if he were merely floating in a pool. There was no rush of air, or sense of impending doom. He didn't know how long he had been falling, as time had no meaning in whatever plane of existence he dwelt in. At first, Hiccup had been terrified that he had somehow been trapped in a dimension between the Realm Eternal and the material world. He couldn't even use his connection to the Veil to escape, as he was merely a soul adrift. His only comfort was that Allr'bani was falling with him, helping to keep his fear at bay.<p>

Now, however, he was simply bored. He spent what felt like days falling, having nothing better to do than count the stars as they flew by overhead. He mused over ideas and theories he had about magic, especially the implications of the dwarven Star Forge being able to impart a soul to the weapons forged there. Many powerful and legendary items were crafted in that forge, and the thought of each creation having a soul was truly world changing.

When Hiccup grew bored of his own thoughts, he would speak with Allr'bani. They talked of nothing of great importance, often just sharing ideas and feelings. Allr'bani was almost like a child, Hiccup thought. She cared for little other than herself, Hiccup, and Astrid, the latter only because she knew it would hurt her father to see her harmed.

Hiccup had laughed for what he thought was only minutes, but could have been days, when Allr'bani had tried playing a guessing game with him. The premise of the game was simple— one of them would say a color based on something they could see, and then the other would have to guess what the object was based on that color. Given that the only thing around them was a black abyss, dotted by a few stray specks of white stars, and each other, there was little challenge to the game. Allr'bani had pouted when Hiccup easily deduced her color, while she labored over the game for minutes at a time before answering.

It was the most carefree moment in Hiccup's life he could remember in recent memory. It seemed like he had been working to further his father's and their family's ambitions for so long that he forgot how to just relax and have fun.

If nothing else, Death sealing him and Allr'bani in their prison gave Hiccup time to come to terms with the death of his mother. Allr'bani had allowed Hiccup to suffer his grief, though she begged him to let her assuage his pain, if even a little. At first, Hiccup was in disbelief. He hadn't really considered Valka his mother, but in some deep, dark corner of his heart, he knew she was. And he knew that she loved him, and was truly sorry for not coming back to him and Stoick.

And what was worse, was that it could have been so easily fixed. His mind was clouded by fear, hate, and pride. Once Hiccup realized that, he was angry. His anger was cataclysmic and caused his magic to pulse and writhe in such a way that if he had been in the material world, he would have destroyed something. Or someone.

After his rage had subsided, Hiccup looked deep within himself and questioned himself, truly. He looked at what his life had become. He left Berk, explored Midgard, and then travelled to the heavens themselves and joined the Order of Dragon Knights. He found a family in Loki, Fenrir, Hel, Narfi, Vali, and even Jormungandr. He found purpose in furthering their family's shared ambitions, ending war for all time and ruling over all the realms as benevolent kings. And then, he had found love. True love, a feeling of such blissful happiness that it washed away all the pain, all the fear, all the hate.

And that was the worst part. He finally knew happiness, and he knew that to embrace it fully would be to betray his family. Hiccup knew Astrid, perhaps even better than Astrid knew herself. He knew she was honorable, she was righteous, she had principals that she would not bend or break. He knew she would detest what he and Loki wanted to do. And he was torn. He couldn't have both a family and Astrid. Hiccup saw the pain in Loki's eyes when he bared his heart to him and told him about Sigyn, his wife. It was the same pain he saw in his own eyes when he looked in the mirror. He knew his father was suffering, and he knew that he was too stubborn to give up his ways.

And it terrified Hiccup, too. What if Astrid suffered the same fate as Sigyn? Loki and Sigyn mirrored himself and Astrid to such a degree that Hiccup suspected it was a cruel game played by fate. What if Astrid died? It would be worse than when Sigyn was cursed, as he and Astrid shared a part of their souls with each other. If Astrid died, Hiccup knew there was nothing that would prevent him from becoming a more twisted, evil version of his father.

With the realization that he couldn't have both Astrid and his family, Hiccup grew depressed. He grew quiet and sullen, which caused Allr'bani to fret over him. There wasn't a reason to go on anymore, Hiccup thought sadly. But, of course, there was. He would never take his own life, or allow himself to die. Not easily, anyway. Toothless would die of a broken heart. Hiccup knew the lazy reptile would never fly without him. They were the best of friends, partners in crime. And Astrid. The very thought of what his death would do to her caused an icy cold feeling to sink into the pit of his stomach. The pain from the loss of the part of her soul in his would be tortuous, not to mention the loss of her love for him. She would die of grief, Hiccup was sure, in the same way he would if the reverse was true.

With sheer effort of will, Hiccup crushed his depression and moved on. He had to be strong. For Astrid. For Toothless. For his father. For his brothers and sister. For, as odd as it sounded, his daughter. Allr'bani squealed and hugged him tightly when he added her into the list of people he had to live for. It seemed she had a strange mental connection that made her privy to his thoughts. And, perhaps most important of all, he had to continue on for all the people that he had wronged. For all the people he had killed, either by hand, or more often than not, by his words.

Hiccup accepted himself, and he swore in his heart that he would be better. He would overcome fate. He would not give up. Perhaps he was more like Loki than he thought. He was too stubborn to admit defeat in the face of adversity. He would have his family, and he would have Astrid too. He would find a way to have them both, and have peace. There would be no more war, no more death.

He swore it.

And then, Hiccup felt an odd sensation. He felt like he was falling. He was falling, after all, but he didn't feel like he was falling. Now he felt like he was physically falling, and it made him panic. Allr'bani wrapped her arms around her father and forced the panic down, in both him, and herself.

Hiccup felt the rush of wind and the pull of gravity. He felt the shiver run down his spine as the hairs on his neck stood on end. His instinct told him he was about to splatter on the ground like an egg on a rock. And then he felt something soft and warm envelop him, followed shortly by a warm wet feeling on his forehead.

Hiccup's eyes snapped open and he gasped for breath as he was thrown, quite violently, back into his physical body. He flailed, which did little, as he was in his own bed covered under his blankets. "It's alright! Vrangr, brother! It's alright," a feminine voice cooed, placing her hands over Hiccup's shoulders and pushing him back into bed.

Hiccup's vision came back into focus as he looked at the speaker, his sister, Hel. He sighed in relief. He was back. "What happened?" Hiccup asked, closing his eyes and focussing on calming his thundering heart.

Hel tucked a few strands of his auburn hair behind his ears and placed another washcloth over his forehead. "What was the last thing you remember?" Hel asked softly, idly massaging his scalp.

Hiccup bit down on a sigh of pleasure and thought back to the last thing he remembered. He had come home after killing his mother, drowned his sorrows in wine for a few days, and when Hel got tired of seeing her favorite brother be a drunken fool, she sobered him up and took him to a feast with Fenrir and Narfi. After that… he woke up in the arms of Allr'bani.

"The dinner," Hiccup answered weakly.

Hel nodded. "You fell unconscious, we don't know why. I feared that you had taken ill from how much you had been drinking, but after a few days it became clear it was… something else," Hel said, not meeting Hiccup's eyes.

Hiccup had a sneaking suspicion that Allr'bani had pulled him into her dream world in order to spare him his pain, so he couldn't really blame her. He looked at Hel and noticed she was slightly uncomfortable under his gaze. Then, he remembered the change in his eyes. "Oh," he said, somewhat embarrassed. He began to weave an illusion that would hide the glow in his eyes, but Hel reached out and grabbed his wrist to stop him.

"Don't," Hel said. "They're… beautiful," she added, looking him in the eyes, a slight tinge of pink coloring her cheeks.

Hiccup nodded and lowered his hand before laying back in bed, making himself comfortable. He did feel somewhat ill. "Am I sick?" Hiccup asked suddenly, realizing that he never felt ill. He was too strong, in both body and magic, to fall to illness.

Hel shook her head as she continued massaging his scalp. "No, not that I can tell. You're feverish, and it looked like you were sleeping poorly, that's all," she informed him.

"Where is…" Hiccup paused, trying to clear his muddled thoughts. Hel's massage wasn't helping much. "My sword?"

Hel inclined her head to the small table near Hiccup's bed, on the opposite side from where he lay. Allr'bani was leaning next to it. With a twitch of his fingers and a thought, Allr'bani floated over and found its way into his hand.

Hiccup sighed contently and closed his eyes. Hel smiled warmly, removing the washcloth from his forehead and leaning down to place a chaste kiss on his cheek. "Get some rest, brother," she whispered quietly before leaving him to get some sleep.

Hiccup smiled but couldn't find the strength to whisper his goodbye to his sister. Before he felt his dreams take him, he felt Allr'bani hum comfortingly in his hand. In his mind, he could hear Toothless whisper to him. _"Rest well, Hiccup,"_ his dragon said. _"You owe me a fish."_

Hiccup smirked.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup awoke late in the afternoon the following day, feeling surprisingly well rested. No doubt a combination of coming to terms with the death of his mother and Allr'bani shielding him from his tumultuous emotions.<p>

While he slept, he attempted to journey to the Realm Eternal in order to continue his ascension only to find that he was barred from entering the realm. There was a seal that would not let him pass. It was powerful, but not unbreakable. It would simply take time, and then he could continue his work.

In the meantime, he had plenty of time to spare doing nothing. Loki had forbade him from returning to the front lines of war so soon after his ordeal, which Hiccup was thankful for even though he didn't voice the sentiment. There were several things he needed to take care of— most notably, his newfound control over the element of ice, and learning how to properly wield Allr'bani. It was also rare for every member of their family to not be off on a mission, so he had that going for him too. Loki had planned a series of feasts and balls to celebrate having his family under one roof once more.

Hiccup was, currently, sneaking through the halls of his palace, heading for the kitchens. He awoke to a ravenous hunger, and he wanted to go see Toothless. His dragon would no doubt demand an offering of fish, especially with how often he seemed to get into trouble lately. Hiccup managed to sneak into the kitchen unseen and steal a loaf of bread and some dried meat, as well as a small basket full of fish for Toothless. It wasn't anywhere near enough to feed his dragon, it was just more of a peace offering.

Hiccup made his way deeper into the palace towards the lower levels, evading guards and servants alike. He hid in an alcove as two guards made their rounds before opening the door to the hangar at the very bottom of the island and slipping inside. It was a quick jog through the path hewn into the stone before Toothless pinned him to the ground and gave him a playful lick.

"Stop, stop," Hiccup complained, trying to shield his face from his dragon's affections. Toothless took pity on his rider and instead accepted the offering of fish, basket and all, as an afternoon snack. He would go hunting later for a proper meal.

"Now I'm going to smell like dragon breath all day," Hiccup bemoaned, cleaning himself as best he could and taking a large bite out of his loaf of bread.

"_Serves you right,"_ Toothless said as he curled around Hiccup protective. _"I take my eye off of you for one minute and you always manage to find yourself in trouble."_

Hiccup chuckled quietly to himself before immersing himself in his thoughts. Toothless let him think for awhile before speaking. _"What do we do now?"_

"_Now,"_ Hiccup said, idly chewing on a slice of jerky, _"now we gather our strength. Once I can return to the Realm Eternal, we'll figure out the next step."_

Hiccup scratched Toothless' chin. _"And the first step is learning how to better control my ice powers and discovering what else I can do now that I can hear Allr'bani,"_ he said. Hiccup jumped to his feet and headed back the way he came. Toothless nudged him, almost making him fall through the large hole at the bottom of the cavern. Hiccup glared at his dragon while Toothless just let loose a draconic laugh.

Hiccup creeped through the halls of the palace, taking care to avoid the guards and servants. He didn't really want to have to deal with them, especially if he was ordered to do something, or worse, stay in bed and rest. It took him thirty minutes to reach his father's study, where he carefully and quietly opened the doors just enough to slip inside.

The study was empty. Hiccup cast a few glances around the room, looking for his father. He took a tentative step in, then another, and another. He yelped as he felt a tug around his ankle before he was hoisted into the air and left disoriented by suddenly being caught in a trap and turned upside down. Somewhere in the study, Hiccup could hear Loki laughing to himself.

"Very funny," Hiccup drawled sarcastically, and cut himself down with a mere thought. He landed gracefully with a deft aerial twist.

"I would be a very boring trickster without my mischief," Loki said with a sly grin.

Hiccup plopped down into a seat opposite Loki's desk as his father flipped through a few pages of the book he was studying. Next to him were several leaves of parchment which were covered with arcane mathematical calculations. "What are you working on?" Hiccup asked curiously as he looked over the research.

"Ah," Loki said, writing down something he found in the book. "I'm trying to figure out a way of of transforming basilisk venom into a gas that can be used as a weapon. It's very difficult to get the concentration to be lethal whilst still covering a large area," he explained.

Hiccup continued to examine the calculations. He had just enough knowledge to understand what his father was trying to achieve, but not enough to help him. He did, however, notice a small mistake in the math of one part of the equation and quickly corrected it. "Thank you," Loki said, as he fixed the mistakes he had made from using the incorrect value.

"I actually wanted to ask you something," Hiccup said as he sat back down, idly thumbing the hilt of Allr'bani. "I've discovered that I have developed a natural control over ice, though it comes and goes at random. I believe it stems from our shared Jotnar heritage. Do you know of a way to control it?"

Loki paused in his writing and looked up at Hiccup for a moment before sighing. "I dislike having to use such powers, however they are useful at times," Loki explained.

"Why?" Hiccup questioned. Loki rarely used his ice giant powers, that much Hiccup knew.

Loki seemed to ponder the best way in which to explain before he shrugged and, in the blink of an eye, stood and waved his hand at Hiccup before he could react. A wave of still forming ice erupted and broke against him, sending him flying across the study before impacting a wall where the ice formed and trapped him in place. Hiccup struggled for a second before his eyes focussed on Loki, who held a hand aloft, his index finger pointing at Hiccup.

A bolt of icy blue energy shot from his finger, coalescing and forming a giant icicle as it headed for Hiccup's chest. Hiccup's eyes widened and he felt the power to control ice flare to life deep within himself. He willed the ice holding him to loosen its hold and form a shield in front of him. Hiccup dropped to the floor, just in time, as the icicle impacted his icy shield. The two creations shattered into a thousand pieces, before dissolving and fading to nothing.

"It is a power that has no finesse. It is instinctual and basic in understanding. There are no great secrets to its power. You simply feel it," Loki explained, sitting back in his high back chair and returning to his book.

"I see," Hiccup said, his heart pounding from the last remnants of adrenaline.

"There is no way to master it, you simply have to use it until you are able to call it forth at will," Loki said.

Hiccup sighed. Loki smirked. "I felt the same way," Loki added.

Hiccup stood and made his way to leave the study, intending on studying his new power somewhere much colder. "Be sure to return for the celebration tonight. Your presence is required, as we'll be entertaining a number of… guests," Loki said, not looking up from his book.

Hiccup nodded. "Best of luck," Loki added with a small smirk.

"Thank you, father," Hiccup said as he left and made his way down to see Toothless again. They needed to find someplace cold and isolated to train.

Toothless and Hiccup left via the large hole at the bottom of the island they called home before flying for one of the nearby mountains. The two of them had explored the area extensively previously and knew that there was a large clearing surrounded by a thicket of trees that would give them the privacy they needed for Hiccup's training. One end of the clearing had a small crevice, barely large enough for a man to crawl through, that Hiccup knew led into the caves far below the mountain which was used by his family as storage. He had ventured down himself many times out of boredom. The other end of the clearing ended in a cliff, with a long stone protrusion no more than five feet wide that extended for nearly one hundred feet.

Hiccup dismounted and dropped into the snow, his boots sinking up to his shins. He wore only a light cotton tunic and leather breeches, yet he wasn't cold in the slightest. He felt comfortable, almost rejuvenated, by the cold.

A light snowfall sent snowflakes slowly falling through the sky. Hiccup raised his arm and extended his finger, catching a snowflake on the tip and examining its unique pattern. He focused on the frost around him and dug deep within himself for the primordial connection to ice he knew he wielded. As he focussed on the snowflake, he felt a small shiver run down his spine as a chill wrapped itself around his arm.

The snowflake began to turn to solid ice on the tip of his finger and Hiccup felt his control over the element surge forth. He spun, throwing out his hand and sent a stream of still forming ice forward. The torrent of icy energy impacted a tree where a clear coat of emerald green tinted ice formed. Layer upon layer was created until there was nearly a foot thick coating around the tree. Hiccup could hear the tree moan, and a second later, the tree exploded into splinters.

Hiccup smiled, breathing heavily in the wake of his success. Toothless looked up from where he was cleaning his scales and rolled his eyes. Hiccup playfully slapped his hand towards his dragon, causing a wave of snow to coalesce off the ground. Toothless flailed in surprise as the snow broke upon him, covering him in white. _"You're going to regret that,"_ Toothless threatened, before jumping to his feet and crouching as if to pounce.

Instead of pouncing, however, Toothless turned and used his tail, swiping it along the ground and sending a miniature avalanche of snow towards Hiccup. There was nowhere for Hiccup to run or hide, and the avalanche descended upon him, burying him under several tens of feet of snow.

Hiccup's head emerged from the mountain of snow a few seconds of later, sputtering and spitting out a slush of water and half melted snow. He gave Toothless a dark glare. Toothless was licking his paw and using it to clean his horn appendages with an innocent look, as if to say _I don't know what you're talking about._

Hiccup laughed to himself and returned to his training, using his power over ice to settle the mountain of snow back into even banks so he could walk easier. On a whim, he turned to the small crevice that led to the tunnels under the mountain and threw a wave of ice at it, creating a door that sealed and hid the entrance. Satisfied with his work, Hiccup then summoned a giant crude spire of ice. It was little more than a poorly formed obelisk, but Hiccup focused on his power and began to mold it to his will. His work was slow, as he demanded perfection, but it was progress. After nearly an hour of constant manipulation of the ice, he had created a near perfect replica of Allr'bani out of emerald colored magical ice. Every intricate detail of the sword as etched into the ice, from the patterns on the silver crossguard to the pommel of the dragon holding an emerald in its maw.

He felt Allr'bani vibrate at his waist, almost as if saying she approved. Hiccup nodded to himself, and channeled more power into his hands. He sent a torrent of icy energy into the sculpture, solidifying his changes and making the work of art permanent. He could only imagine the confusion of the next people to stumble across his sculpture. A giant sword made of magical ice in the middle of nowhere? Perhaps it was made by a lost civilization of frost giants? He liked the sound of that.

As a final touch, he etched a small engraving into the base of the carving. _"Allr'bani — the sword of Vrangr Lokison,"_ was displayed in elegant glyphs for all to see.

Satisfied with his work, and noting that the sun was slowly making its descent, Hiccup mounted Toothless once more. He spared his work of art one last glance before the two of them took to the skies and returned to Loki's isle.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>On his return, Hiccup was immediately accosted by Hel and dragged back to her room, where she pushed him inside where several servants were waiting. He was bodily thrown onto a small stool, where he stood as his measurements were taken by the servants.<p>

After ten minutes, the servants allowed him to go free. Hel told him to return to his room and she would stop by shortly to deliver his attire for the evening. If Hiccup focussed, he could hear a raucous noise from the upper levels of the palace. The guests for the celebration must already have been gathered. Hiccup smirked. If there was one thing he learned from his father about celebrations, it was to always be fashionably late. Loki had crashed more than several such celebrations when he was a prince of Asgard, one time nearly coming to blows with Thor.

Hiccup only had a few minutes to freshen himself up before there was a knock at his door. Hel didn't even wait for his answer before barging in, a set of clothes folded and held in her arms. Hel was wearing a fine dress of dark blue silk, almost the color of a lapis lazuli. It was trimmed in gold, with intricate floral patterns. Around her neck, she wore an amulet of gold with a large sapphire set in the center. "You look quite lovely," Hiccup remarked as he took what he assumed was his attire for the evening from her hands.

A barely visible blush touched Hel's cheeks. "We're late as it is, dress quickly. Father is expecting us to mingle, of all things," she complained.

"Who answered his summons?" Hiccup asked with a shake of his head. Among his siblings, he was the only one to truly inherit his father's oratory prowess. The others were either too shy or too intimidated to play politics with their allies.

"Everyone," Hel answered seriously.

"Ah," Hiccup replied, moving to take off his shirt. "Do you mind?" he asked when Hel made no move to excuse herself. Hel squeaked indignantly before scurrying out of his room, no doubt heading for the celebration without him.

Hiccup was quite pleased with the tailors work. His attire consisted of a dark, forest green tunic with silver trim. He wore a black leather jerkin over it, with a matching pair of black leather breeches and boots. With Allr'bani on his hip, he looked quite dashing and noble. No one would confuse him with the common warrior, not that they would anyway. He was a son of Loki. Almost everyone knew his face.

He made his way upstairs at a leisurely pace, servants stopping their tasks and bowing low before him in respect. Hiccup snuck in through a side door, entering into the palace's large great hall. Near the walls were long tables made of a rich, dark red colored wood. Sitting on those tables were large platters made of polished gold that shone with an almost magical inner light. There was plenty of food and drink to go around. A soft tune drifted through the chatter, a small band of musicians in one corner of the room playing the harp, the flute, and a maiden softly singing. The center of the hall was reserved for mingling and dancing. At the head, a long table sat horizontally, where several high back chairs rested— no doubt for the more esteemed members of their gathering.

But the most defining feature of the hall was, without a doubt, the people. Frost and fire giants towered over the other guests, all dressed half in armor, half in fine clothes of officers or men of great power. Dark elves stalked between the towering giants, wearing fine, dark clothes that were made to ward off the cold— both of Svartalfheim and Jotunheim, no doubt. Hiccup was pleased to see several tens of Niflungar were present, childlike quasi spirits that were powerful in the illusion magics and lusted for treasure. Of all their allies, Hiccup found their company the most pleasant. He saw, as well, several spies from the other races: dwarves, elves, Vanir, and even a few Aesir.

Hiccup took a few steps towards a small circular table, upon which were many golden goblets filled with wine, when a translucent body floated in front of him. He was a boy of no more than perhaps twelve, dressed in fine princely clothes with a crown that seemed to be too large for a boy his size to wear on his head. He appeared as if a ghost; translucent and wispy, the color of mist.

Hiccup knew better though. He was Naefil, King of the Niflungar. He was not a boy of twelve, but a man of thousands of years who merely appeared as if he was a boy of twelve, as his kind was wont to do. "Your Majesty," Hiccup greeted, somewhat sardonically as he reached for a goblet of wine.

Naefil looked offended. "Please, I thought we were past titles and formalities," Naefil said, offended. His voice was childlike and deceptively innocent.

Hiccup smirked and Naefil seemed to catch on. "You're becoming much too like your father," he grumbled childishly.

"I wouldn't be a very good son of Loki without my mischief," Hiccup said, parroting his father's words to Naefil. "It is good to see you, though," he added.

Naefil grinned boyishly. "What are friends for if not to suffer through such gatherings together?" the king of the Niflungar responded.

Hiccup smiled as he took a drink. "What indeed," he said, licking the wine from his lips.

"So," Naefil posed, grabbing his own goblet. "What exactly are we here for, do you know?"

Hiccup shook his head. "Your guess is as good as mine. I assume my father is going to announce something, battle plans, propaganda, who knows," he answered. Hiccup casted a sideways glance at Naefil. "Are you sure a boy your age should be drinking?"

Naefil scoffed and lowered his goblet that he had to use two hands to pick up. Before he could quip a response, a low ringing gathered everyone's attention. At the fore of the room stood Loki, dressed in fine robes of black and dark forest green. His inky black hair was slicked back, giving him a dark, stealthy appearance. He was holding a crystal glass which he had rapped with a golden fork, causing it to ring.

"Ladies and gentlemen," he intoned charismatically, his voice smooth and alluring. "I bid thee welcome. On this most auspicious of evenings, I am the bearer of glad tidings: the realm of the dwarves… is _ours!_" Hiccup scoffed quietly. Nidavellir was far from conquered. Steinn'garor was still under siege, as well as several other of the larger cities. Without control of the Star Forge, Nidavellir was worth very little.

A round of thunderous applause echoed through the hall. Loki raised his hands and motioned for silence. "Aside from a few small pockets of resistance, our allies from Jotunheim have secured the realm," Loki declared, another round of applause echoed, with the frost giants in the room taking small, mock bows. "The war," Loki said, stalking confidently across the room, "is already half won. Vanaheim has declined our offer of friendship and has instead opted to oppose us. Their realm is weak and on the brink of destruction— they will fall to us with ease. That leaves only one enemy left: Asgard!"

More cheers. "We will crush the Vanir underfoot with our superior might, and then muster our combined forces to march on Asgard! For the first time since creation, the Aesir will rule the realms no more! Instead…" Loki paused, casting a glance over the entire room. "It will be us!"

The room shook from the force of the cheers. After several minutes, the crowd calmed enough for Loki to continue speaking. "Eat, drink, and make merry this night, for soon," Loki intoned. "We march to war!"

Another round of cheers. Loki turned and sat at the head of the long table, where Blaeingr, the King of Svartalfheim, as well as Surtr, King of Muspelheim, and Farbauti, King of Jotunheim, sat. To Loki's left were Narfi and Fenrir, to his right was an empty seat, reserved for Hiccup, which Hel sat next to. Vali was absent, as he was usually. He was far too shy to attend such a celebration. At the end of the table, there was another open seat for the King of the Niflheim.

"Looks like we're wanted, eh, Vrangr?" Naefil said, turning to face Hiccup. Naefil blinked and looked around. Hiccup had vanished. Naefil shrugged and floated over to take his seat at the table.

Hiccup had quickly stepped outside, hiding in one of the alcoves of the halls, halfway during Loki's speech. He felt a violent and panicked pull from his soul bond, meaning one of two things: either Astrid was near, or she was in trouble.

As it turned out, it was both. Hiccup slid to the floor where he closed his eyes and focused on their soul bond, travelling the length of it and back to the source on the other side. There, he felt Astrid's fear and panic. She was on Jotunheim, that much Hiccup could tell. She was with Stormfly, and if Hiccup was correct, several other riders judging by the dragons flying beside her. They were caught in a violent storm that was causing rime to coat the dragon's wings, slowing them down. If they didn't get out of the elements soon, the dragons would be unable to fly. Stuck in such a storm, they would quickly die.

Hiccup waited and watched for several moments. They were heading towards a glow in the distance, which appeared to be from fire. To their left, a great forest of thick, ancient trees barred their way. Hiccup realized where they were immediately: the entrance of the Lost Woods. The mountain they were headed to was, in fact, the very same mountain he had visited today. The glow in the distance was most likely a fire in one of the many caves and tunnels that were in and under the mountain.

Hiccup returned his focus to Astrid. Her panic was starting to overwhelm her and her magic was failing her. She still had several thousand feet to reach the cave. She wouldn't make it. Hiccup reached deep within himself, strengthened by his determination to save his beloved, and tapped into his resistance to the cold. He channeled it through their soul bond, sharing it with Astrid, albeit temporarily. He then directed it to Stormfly, and gave her a moderate amount of energy to assist in making the flight. Hiccup felt the strain of his actions immediately. Astrid wasn't too far away, but the distance made it more difficult than it needed to be. Combined with the fact that he was sharing a biological trait that she shouldn't possess naturally, even with their soul bond, this led to Hiccup's strength quickly waning.

He smiled as the two of them recovered and surged forward. Through Astrid's eyes he could see the others struggling to make the flight. Hiccup felt slightly guilty for not being able to help his friends, but there was nothing he could do for them. He doubted he had the energy to do so anyway. He saw the cave quickly approaching and knew they would make it and began to release his hold on their soul bond and return to his own body. Before the connection completely severed, he heard Astrid whisper _"I love you,"_ to him.

He smirked. _"And I love you,"_ he whispered back. Blinking, Hiccup found himself back in the halls of the palace. He raised his hand when he felt a warm, wet feeling on his upper lip. He gingerly touched his nose and found that he was bleeding profusely from it. After a few seconds, his natural regeneration took effect and healed it.

Hiccup stood and stretched. He felt tired and drained from expending so much energy to save Astrid. He decided that he wasn't needed at the glorified celebration and made his way deeper into the palace to his room. He needed to rest. Hiccup quickly disrobed and slipped under the silken, green sheets of his bed.

Hiccup closed his eyes. He didn't know what was in his future, but he knew one thing.

Astrid was coming for him.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid awoke the next morning, shivering cold despite wearing multiple thick layers of fur and sleeping next to the roaring bonfire that Taf had created. She was thankful that the troll had not deigned to eat her nor, as she looked around, any of her friends. The troll was, however, noticeably missing from the cave.<p>

Taking out a metal mug from her pack, she filled it with water from the air and heated it with magic. The warm drink drove the chill from her body and she sighed in relief. Jotunheim was truly inhospitable. She let her friends sleep, as they had drunk quite a lot the previous night.

"_Stormfly?"_ Astrid called out, seeing if her dragon was awake yet.

"_Hatchling,"_ Stormfly cooed, happy to hear her from her rider.

"_Where are you? You feel far away,"_ Astrid asked as she took another sip of her hot water. She really wished she had the forethought to bring tea.

"_Hunting with the others,"_ Stormfly replied. _"I believe we have discovered why your not-dragon-dragon-ship fell from the skies last night,"_ she added.

"_We went hunting in the forest near the cave entrance. The woods seem to be enchanted in such a way that magic goes astray near them. We got lost several times,"_ Stormfly explained.

Astrid hummed quietly in thought. Dragons _never_ got lost. It was a magical sixth sense to them. They always knew which direction they were going, which way they had come from, and if they had been there previously, how to get to any place in the world from their current location. Astrid sighed. She wasn't as smart as Hiccup, she had no idea why or how the dragons could lose their sense of direction. _"Just be careful,"_ Astrid decided.

"_We are, hatchling. I have good news, though. That island that we visited on Asgard, the one your mate took us to. I believe I see it,"_ Stormfly informed her rider.

"_Really! Where?"_ Astrid exclaimed, both aloud and mentally. Sigrid snorted in her sleep and moaned in displeasure at the noise.

"_When we were lost in the woods, I believe I saw it on the horizon to the far north,"_ Stormfly said.

"_Through the woods…"_ Astrid commented. They were currently in a cave just south of the woods. "Is there a way around them?" Astrid asked.

Stormfly mentally shook her head. _"No. We have tried to fly around them, but the mountains are either too tall to fly over, or are protected by the same enchantment. I think it is a natural defense that your mate would have known of. Perhaps that is why they chose this place as their nest,"_ she answered.

Astrid grumbled to herself. Of course they did. Astrid was drawn from her thoughts by the trembling of the stone beneath her. Sigrid sat up immediately, reaching for her warhammer. Everyone woke soon after her. The trembling increased until it was a definitive stomp, stomp sound. It seemed Taf was returning. Astrid hoped he wasn't hungry.

Taf appeared through the tunnel entrance, two large cave bears strung over his shoulder. His knuckles were scarred and bloody. Astrid fought back the cold fear in her chest. Taf had, apparently, killed two cave bears for breakfast with his bare hands. "Me bring meat," Taf declared happily. He set one of the cave bears in front of their group before sitting on the opposite side of the dying bonfire.

The troll held his cave bear with his two hands and snapped its spine, eliciting a loud, echoing crack. Taf then held it to its maw and began to eat, fur and all. Astrid averted her eyes as blood started to pool on the cave floor. She quickly gutted their bear and took enough meat for them all to eat before once again giving Taf the leftovers. The troll was only too happy. Agvior at the bear meat with distaste, obviously unhappy with deviating from the elven diet.

As they were eating, Astrid decided to ask Taf about the woods. "Taf, what do you know about the woods outside?" Astrid asked in elvish, hoping the troll still knew the language. He did.

"Bad woods?" Taf asked, confused.

Astrid didn't know how to answer, but nodded her head. "Bad woods are bad," Taf said simply.

"Why are they bad?" Astrid tried again.

"Nasties make nest," Taf answered, taking another bite of his cave bear.

"What_ kind _of nasties?" Astrid reiterated, trying to get some real answers from the troll.

"Mean nasties. Big, sharp teeth. Hurt bad, no taste good," Taf said.

Astrid shared a look with her friends. "I talked to Stormfly. She and the other dragons have been hunting and they think they have found where Hiccup and Loki are hiding," she said dishearteningly.

"That's great!" Sigrid exclaimed as she chewed on her bear steak.

Astrid shook her head. "There's a problem. The only way to get there is through the woods, and Stormfly says the woods are enchanted somehow. They disrupt magic, the dragons got lost," she explained.

The riders, Agvior, Sigrid, and Thor, grew worried at that. "Have they tried flying around?" Agvior asked.

Astrid nodded. "Either the mountains are too high to fly over, or they run into the same enchantment. If we want to continue, we have to go through the woods," Astrid stated.

The five of them began to speak in hushed tones as Astrid turned back to Taf. "Taf, is there any way around the woods?" Astrid asked sweetly.

Taf looked up and had a glazed over look in his eyes. The troll then slowly nodded. "Go under. Much danger, not worth," Taf said.

"Why is it too dangerous?" Astrid asked, hoping for a solution. Anything was better than going through a cursed forest where magic didn't work.

"Snake people," Taf said simply, as if that explained everything.

"Snake people?" Astrid asked incredulously.

"Snake people," Taf confirmed with a nod.

Astrid turned to Agvior with an exasperated expression. The old elf sighed wearily. "If we are to brave two dangers, best to take the one above ground than the one below. We could get lost in the tunnels under the mountain, and our dragons may not be able to accompany us," he advised. Astrid thought on it for awhile, and eventually agreed.

"Taf," Astrid said, turning to the troll again. "Can you take us through the bad woods?"

Taf looked up, where he had moved on to the remains Astrid had given him. He seemed to judge the group before coming to a conclusion. "Elfsies not strong, no make it. Herd sometimes no make it," the troll warned.

"The herd is what trolls call their groups," Agvior whispered to them.

"We're strong," Astrid declared. Taf seemed to eye them more closely before shaking its head. "You no make it, but Taf help friends," the troll declared with a toothy smile.

"When can you take us?" Astrid asked happily. If they were lucky, by the end of the day they could have captured Hiccup.

"We go now. Take many moons. Lucky if make it," Taf said.

Astrid shared a sharp look with their group, who quickly rushed to pack their things and ready themselves to travel. Taf stood and went to the back of the cave, where he picked up a large sack of whatever things a troll would want, and his large club made of a tree trunk. The riders summoned their dragons and the seven of them made their way to the cavern entrance.

"We'll have to go on foot," Agvior decided. None of their dragons were strong enough to carry Taf's mass, and the troll knew the way through the woods by foot, not by air. The dragons could follow them from above.

It was an hour's hike to reach the forest. When they reached the first tree, Taf turned on them to speak. "Keep eyes open. Nasties real furry, long claws, sharp teeth. Quiet, very fast. No touch gray air," he warned. Everyone nodded, not really understanding the warning but accepting it all the same. Big creatures with sharp teeth and claws? Got it. Kill on sight.

Taf brandished his club and waded through the trees, which groaned slightly as if speaking to each other. It was an eerie sound that echoed through the valley and set Astrid's hairs on end. Somewhere in the back of her mind, Astrid knew she shouldn't be there. The dragons followed overhead, flying low and keeping a close eye on their riders. Despite the enchantment on the forest, the bond they shared with their rider was not affected, allowing them to stay close to them.

Taf seemed to change direction almost randomly as he lead them through the woods. After about an hour, Astrid felt well and truly lost. If Taf disappeared on them, she wouldn't have a clue on how to get back.

After several hours of hiking, everyone was growing bored. They hadn't seen hide nor hair of the "nasties" that Taf spoke of. Eventually, Agni took to playing with fire as he usually did in his free time. Instead of performing one of his many entertaining tricks, he burnt one of his eyebrows off as his magic went awry. After that, Agvior had forbidden them to use magic unless under the most dire circumstance. The last thing any of them needed was for their magic to hurt one of their comrades, or worse, drain them of their life when it did something unexpected that they didn't have the energy for.

It was approximately thirteen hours later when Astrid called for a stop for the night. They were all tired and little irritable and the sun was quickly setting. The hike through the woods hadn't been particularly demanding on their stamina, but it was nerve wracking. The fear that their magic might run astray, or some foul creature would kill them after catching them unawares, had them on high alert the entire hike.

Taf withdrew some small tinder from his sack, which were essentially logs to normal sized folk. He started a small fire to keep them warm. When asked why he didn't use wood from the trees, he simply replied cryptically. "Trees bad, no touch."

As the seven of them, plus the four dragons, sat around camp, they ate some rations consisting of stale bread and terribly dry jerky. The magic that was preserving their food seemed to have faded after entering the forest, much to their chagrin. "I'll take the first watch," Auriel volunteered.

"I've got the second," Astrid said. The others quickly filled the rest of the watch. Taf was allowed to sleep however much he wanted. They needed their guide well rested to get out of the forest as fast as possible. Astrid lay on her bed roll and quickly found herself falling asleep to the sounds of the crackling fire.

Astrid was startled awake by the tapping of Auriel. She relieved the elf of her watch and moved to sit against a large rock where she could see a wide area around their camp. She struggled to keep her eyes open as the rigors of the day caught up to her. Astrid closed her eyes, just resting them, staying awake and listening with her other senses. She didn't know how long had past, but eventually she felt an eerie chill crawl up her spine.

Opening her eyes and looking around, she saw that a mist had descended upon the valley. It was a strange, slow moving mist, almost crawling through the woods. The trees moaned and creaked as they swayed in some invisible wind. Intrigued, Astrid stood and quietly made her way over to the mist. Looking closer, it almost had a mind of its own, often times moving more like water than air.

Curious, Astrid reached out to touch it. The mist seemed to coalesce and outstretched a tendril to meet her hand. Astrid quirked her head. This was no ordinary mist—

Pain. A burning, searing, flesh melting pain coursed through every fiber of her being. Astrid screamed and fell to the ground, clutching her hand. She looked down and saw that her skin had bubbled and burned, the tips of her fingers having been completely dissolved. The skin of her hand was more liquid than solid, a scarred imitation of flesh.

Everyone was startled awake by Astrid's screams. "Run—" Astrid yelled, gasping for breath. "Don't touch— the mist! It's acid!"

No one needed any further warning. Auriel quickly ran to Astrid's aid, helping her stand. "This way!" Taf bellowed, running off in the opposite direction of the mist. Everyone followed him. The dragons took flight, safe above the mist where they could see the ocean of acid closing in around them from every direction.

The seven of them ran through the woods. The mist trailed after them at a pace that no mist would ever be able to follow at naturally. It was almost sentient in its desire to ensnare them. Around them, a low, barely audible series of clicks began to echo through the mist as it closed in around them. "I don't like this!" Sigrid yelled as she leapt over a fallen tree.

The clicking grew louder and more numerous, until they could tell that there were multiple sources and that those sources were quite close. "Nasties!" Taf bellowed in front of them. Astrid looked up to see Taf swing his tree trunk. A dark shape was batted aside and thrown into the mist, where it was swallowed up. She swallowed the growing fear she felt.

Suddenly, a large, dark gray shape dropped down in front of them. It was tall, perhaps ten feet or so in height. It was lanky, too. Thin, yet covered in wiry muscles. It was the strangest creature any of them had ever seen, the body and arms of a man, the legs of a goat, the feet and claws of an eagle, and a reptilian tail. Worst of all was its head. It was the head of a beast that was not found in nature. Perhaps the deformed face of a man, with a long snout. It had no lips, instead displaying row upon row of razor sharp teeth. Its brow was large and overshadowed its eyes, which were beady and milky white in color with no iris. Two vicious, curled horns adorned either side of its head, and it appeared to have no ears. It was bald, yet covered in a thick coat of dead, dark gray hair.

The creature was comfortable on both two legs and four, and stalked forward, ready to pounce. It spoke in a low series of clicks, communicating with what was no doubt its fellows. "Fuck," Sigrid cursed. Around them, in the mist, they could hear more clicks.

Taf bellowed a warcry and charged forward. The creature swiped at it with its long arms. The claws were at least two feet in length, and clearly razor sharp. Taf blocked the swipe with his club, the claws of the creature sinking in at least a foot. If it were flesh, Astrid knew it would cut them to ribbons. Taf then proceeded to kick the creature like a ball, sending it flying into the mist. "This way!" Taf bellowed, leaping at a random direction that wasn't covered in mist.

"Fuck, fuck, fuck," Sigrid swore as she sprinted, quite fast for a dwarf. The rest of them followed her example, staying as close to Taf as humanly possible. The mist was closing in around them, forcing them to run nearly side by side.

Agvior ducked, narrowly avoiding a swipe from one of the creatures in the mist. Agni raised his fist to blast it with fire, but ended up nearly incinerating Thor instead. "No magic!" Agvior roared, his tone still slightly scholarly despite their situation.

After a few minutes of running, and avoiding swipes by the creatures hidden in the mist, the group reached a large clearing surrounded by mist. "Fuck!" Sigrid cursed loudly. "I knew we shouldn't have come here!"

They turned when a series of loud clicks echoed behind them. From the mist, an entire brood of the foul creatures emerged, numbering nearly thirty. There were still more hiding within the mist if the noise was any indication. That same mist was still rapidly closing in on them by the second. Everyone brandished their weapons and prepared to make their last stands.

"_Hatchling!"_ Stormfly cried out. _"To your left! There is a cave through the mist!"_

Stormfly sent her rider a mental image of the cave before landing and crouching around her rider protectively. The other dragons did the same. The creatures seemed to stall, calling for more of their brethren. More creatures showed their ugly faces, the horde now numbering one hundred strong, at least. And still, the mist came closer and closer. There were too many to fight, and even if they could fight, the mist was coming for them. They might have been able to flee on the dragons, but they would leave Taf to his certain death and then be lost in the woods forever, doomed to die. They had to take the cave.

Astrid relayed the information to her friends. "It will hurt, but it's the only way out!" Astrid yelled, brandishing her battleaxe towards a nearby creature.

"No!" Taf bellowed. "No cave! Snake people! Worse!"

"Nothing can be worse than this!" Sigrid yelled.

"We have to go Taf!" Astrid yelled, pointing towards the creatures stalking towards them predatorily.

The troll grumbled but nodded. "Ready?" Astrid asked. Everyone nodded. "Go!"

The seven of them, plus the four dragons, darted through the mist. Astrid cried out in pain as she felt the skin of her whole body begin to melt and slide around over her muscle. She was literally melting. The pain was all consuming, but only lasted a second. Astrid tumbled head first through the cave, stumbling on a rock and falling down a tunnel that was near vertical. The others were quick behind her, and Astrid managed to scramble out of the way before Taf crushed her. The dragons glided gracefully down, landing softly. They too were burnt by the mist.

Astrid gasped in pain as the adrenaline began to fade from her body. By some miracle, the creatures and the mist did not follow them into the cave. Struggling, she reached for her pack and withdrew several vials of potions that promoted healing and pain relief. Luckily, they had not broken after the fall. Around her, she could see others doing the same. Agvior, in particular, was handing out several leaves of some plant that eased the burn of acid. They would need a proper healer once they escaped Jotunheim.

After some time, Astrid felt the pain subside enough to where she could stand. She did so, and others rose with her. Agvior had helped Taf, though the troll was hardly burned when compared to themselves. He seemed resistant to the acidic mist. Taf grumbled. "Snake people, must be fast," he growled out, stomping rather quietly through the tunnel.

Astrid nodded and motioned for everyone to follow the troll. She limped after him, wincing in pain with every step. Thankfully, the tunnel was large enough to accommodate their dragons. For now, at least. Astrid dreaded coming to a point where she had to leave Stormfly behind.

The group walked in silence, trying to stave off their pain. A sudden cry from Auriel, towards the back of their group, catch their attention. She was pinned to the ground, covered by a large, writhing mass of dark green. Astrid reached for her throwing axe and hurled it. It caught what Astrid thought was the creature's head, and it went limp. Agni ran to Auriel's aid, helping her out of the clutches of the creature. They gathered around, gazing down on the… thing. It was a long, sinuous body, snakelike in appearance. Its scales were a dark green color, so dark that it appeared black. "Snake people," Taf intoned from behind them, before turning and stomping through the tunnel.

The others nodded to each other, agreeing to be ready for anything. After another few hours of walking, they agreed to stop and rest for the night. Or day. The dragons offered to keep watch, which their riders were immensely grateful for. They were too tired and too wounded to stay awake.

When Astrid awoke, she felt much better. She didn't know how long she had slept, as there was no way to judge time down in the tunnels, but it must have been many hours. Stormfly suggested that it had been closer to a full day, which meant it was sometime during the night at the moment.

Taf was awake, just staring at the stone walls. When everyone else was awake, he stood and began to march through the tunnels once more. Their journey was much shorter than previously. After only two hours, the tunnel came to an end, and they entered a massive cavern.

The cavern was easily thousands of feet in height, and large, thick pillars of stone were holding up the ceiling. From the way the pillars looked, they appeared to be manmade. "What is this place?" Astrid asked, in awe. It was an impressive display of masonry. Everyone else's stares mirrored hers.

Taf sniffed the air heavily. "Snake people," he cried, readying his giant club.

A high pitched hissing noise echoed through the cavern. "I fucking hate this realm," Sigrid cursed.

"_Invadersss mussst die," _a thousand voices hissed in unison.

"I really, _really _hate this realm," Sigrid reiterated. From the darkness, countless hundreds, perhaps thousands, of snake like creatures slithered into view. From beyond where the group's magical light shone, they could hear hundreds more.

The dragons formed a circular defensive formation around the group as everyone readied their weapons. Unlike before, there was no mist threatening to dissolve them. They could fight, even against these numbers. The snakes continued to slither forward, hissing in displeasure, whispering of invaders.

Just before the first snake struck, a loud, deep rumbling noise echoed through the cavern. It was followed by a thunderous thud, which caused the stone to tremble. Bits of rock and dust fell from the ceiling, thousands of feet above them. The snakes stopped, hesitated, and listened. Astrid's heart was pounding in her chest.

A low rumbling noise echoed again. The snakes seemed to cry out in fear, for they quickly turned and retreated with haste. "Something very, very bad is about to happen," Sigrid predicted.

A noise like leather rubbing against stone echoed through the cavern, causing everyone's hair to stand on end. Astrid almost missed it. It was sheer luck that she was looking in the direction when it happened. It was an eye. A giant, draconic eye. So large was the eye that Astrid could have walked through the slit of its pupil. She had only seen such size in one other creature: the Nidhogg. "Guys, we need to go. Now!" Astrid yelled, turning and looking for a way out. She looked back the way they came, where the tunnel was now gone. The dragons began to whimper quietly in the presence of an alpha predator.

Astrid nearly jumped when Sigrid latched onto her leg and began to tap her thigh quickly. "What—" Astrid began to ask, before she followed Sigrid's other hand, which was pointing into the darkness. Two large orbs shined, almost like miniature suns. It was the bestial reflection that an animal's eyes reflected when light was shined upon them. The orbs— eyes, Astrid realized, came closer and closer.

As the creature entered the range of their magical light, the group beheld the largest snake anyone had ever seen. The snake flicked out its forked tongue, its slitted eyes focussing on them. It was almost curious about why such puny creatures had dared to venture into its lair.

"... Can we go now?" Sigrid asked, starting to walk backwards, away from the snake. The dragons growled threateningly, for what little good it would do. The dragon could swallow them whole. The snake darted its tongue out again, tasting for something. Astrid was about to use her newfound power when a voice echoed in their minds.

"You sssmell… like my brother," the snake spoke, looking directly at Astrid. Everyone cast wary glances between Astrid and the snake.

Astrid swallowed her fear and took a few steps forward, to shield her friends if nothing else. "Your brother?" Astrid asked. She didn't think she smelled like a snake, Stormfly would have certainly said something.

"Yesss," the snake hissed, "Vrangr."

Astrid felt a chill crawl up her spine. She knew who this was. "You're Jormungandr, aren't you?" Astrid half asked, half stated. Behind her, there was a collective intake of gasps.

"Yesss… The World Ssserpent, they call me," the snake— sea serpent,— Jormungandr, hissed. "Who are you?" Jormungandr asked.

"I'm Hicc— Vrangr's… wife, these are my friends," Astrid answered hesitantly.

"Ah… that explainsss it," Jormungandr hissed as he slithered through the large cavern, coiling his body.

"We were actually looking for a way out of here, to join Vrangr. Can you help us?" Astrid said. It was a half truth. Hopefully he wouldn't pick up on their more sinister intentions.

"Yesss, that I can help you, mate of my brother," Jormungandr hissed. The world serpent pointed its giant head off into the darkness and motioned. "You will find the exit that way," he hissed.

Astrid couldn't believe her luck. "Thank you," Astrid said respectfully, giving a small bow. She began to walk away cautiously, keeping her eyes on Jormungandr. Everyone followed Astrid's lead as they walked backwards towards the exit.

Jormungandr's large eyes followed them, and Astrid heart slithering in the darkness, as if the world serpent was moving its body. That didn't bode well. "However…" Jormungandr hissed. Of course it wouldn't be that easy, Astrid thought. "The othersss… mussst ssstay. I have not had such a large meal in sssome time," he hissed, sticking out his forked tongue. Behind Astrid, Sigrid began to curse violently.

Jormungandr hissed predatorily and parted his jaws, bearing long fangs that dripped rivers of venom. Where the venom fell, the stone turned to liquid. _**"Run!"**_ Astrid roared, turning and beginning to sprint towards the exit while she began to focus Yggdrasil's energy in her hand.

No one needed to be told twice. The dragons led the way, killing any stray snakes— clearly the spawn of Jormungandr— that had stayed hidden in the darkness. Behind them, their riders ran after them. Agvior reached into his bags of seeds, withdrawing giant fistfulls of them and throwing them backwards without looking. The seeds erupted into thick vines which ensnared anything they touched.

Jormungandr gave chase with a loud, roaring hiss. His slither was as fast as some dragon's speed while flying. Agvior's plants did little to slow him down. Sigrid, who was by and large running the fastest, which was quite comical for a dwarf, created towering walls and pillars of stone as she ran. Astrid narrowly avoided being trapped on the other side, having to jump over one wall as it formed. She didn't have time to snap at Sigrid, for Jormungandr burst through the stone like it wasn't even there.

Astrid turned to see the world serpent's maw open wide. She turned and punched, sending a violent blast of Yggdrasil's energy into its mouth, but not before Jormungandr sent a torrent of venom flying forwards. _"Duck!"_ Astrid commanded authoritatively, leaving no room for questions or disobedience.

Everyone fell to the floor, trusting their unofficial commander explicitly. Their trust saved their lives, as a spurt of venom passed over their heads and melted the stone for twenty feet in front of them— right where they would have been standing had they not stopped. Jormungandr roared in pain, and that was all it took for the group to burst into action and begin their mad dash to the exit once again.

It wasn't long before they could hear the distinctive slither behind them once more as Jormungandr recovered from Astrid's attack and gave chase, now enraged. It didn't seem to wound him so much as make him angry. Agvior and Sigrid continued their tactics, for what little good it would do. Auriel drew her bow from her back and charged two powerful arrows of pure light. She spun, shooting one at Jormungandr, and one at a nearby pillar that supported the cavern. The arrow struck Jormungandr in the snout, causing no real damage. The arrow that struck the pillar, however, caused the stone to crumble and fall. It was too thick to break through, and Jormungandr was forced to slither over it, giving the group less than a second to make some distance between them and the hungry sea serpent.

The group quickly came to what they assumed was the exit, or at least, led to the exit. It was a large tunnel, wide enough for the dragons, and unfortunately, wide enough for Jormungandr. Sitting in the tunnel was a set of eight tracks, upon which heavy iron carts rested. The group ignored the carts, as they could run faster than the carts could speed down the tracks with their supernatural speed.

They darted down the tunnel, loud whooshes of air echoing as they left the cavern. They could hear the rails being torn up by Jormungandr's body, which encouraged them to run faster. At the front of the group, Sigrid started to yell. "Dishonor on you!" the dwarf declared, speaking to Jormungandr, sending several large spikes of stone to erupt from the ceiling and impale Jormungandr. They did nothing. "Dishonor on this frozen shithole of a realm!" Sigrid yelled, causing more spikes to erupt, this time from the floor. The group weaved in between them. They, again, did nothing. "Dishonor on your whole family!" Sigrid finished, as she collapsed the tunnel from farther back in, where the first spikes were. Jormungandr wasn't even phased.

"I hate this place!" Sigrid yelled at Astrid. Astrid couldn't help but smirk despite their situation.

Jormungandr roared loudly, clearly angered by Sigrid's antics. If possible, the world serpent seemed to slither _faster_. "Shut up, you make him mad!" Agni shouted, reverting to his panicked, thick Vanir accent.

Up ahead, Astrid could see that the tunnel abruptly ended. There was ancient wooden scaffolding around the stone, as if at one time there was a mine. Near the ceiling, there was a large crevice that led upwards, from which, there was a vague, green colored light. "Up there!" Astrid shouted, pointing at the light. The crevice was just large enough for the dragons to fit through, though they would have to squeeze.

Taf was the first of the group to reach the exit, jumping with his troll strength, which took him from the floor to the ceiling in a single bound. Astrid was next, still strengthened from her use of Yggdrasil's power. The others followed soon after, with the dragons coming last. They had refused to enter first, as their bodies were too large for their riders to climb past and if their riders needed more time, they would fight Jormungandr to give it to them.

The group climbed up through the the crevice, cutting their hands as they scurried up the rocks. They didn't even feel the cuts. They were too focussed on escaping the very large, very hungry sea serpent.

The crevice eventually exited into a smaller sub-cavern. The dragons just barely managed to squeeze through the crevice and into the new room. On the ceiling was another crevice, this time much smaller. The dragons couldn't fit. Cold dread spread within Astrid's chest. She was going to have to leave Stormfly behind.

The one hope they had, was that they could clearly see light shining from the crevice, though it was green in color. Anywhere was better than here. Below, Jormungandr began to tear through stone, using fang and venom to mine through. Taf, Auriel, and Agni were already climbing for the light. Astrid, Agvior, Sigrid, and Thor hesitated, not willing to leave their dragons behind.

"_Go, hatchling,"_ Stormfly said, leaving no room for argument. She lifted Astrid with her snout to the crevice, giving her a firm nudge forward. The other dragons did the same. They would die to defend their riders. Astrid shook her head as tears began to build in her eyes.

"It's blocked!" Astrid heard Auriel shout in fear and panic.

"Get back!" Agni shouted, which was followed by the roar of fire. "It didn't work!" Astrid hear Agni yell in disbelief.

"Weak elfsies, move," Taf uttered, which was followed by loud pounding.

"It didn't even budge under the troll's strength!" Auriel cried.

Astrid managed to turn away from Stormfly and see what her friends were trying to do. There was a small crevice, barely large enough for a man to walk through, that clearly led outside. The only problem was, it was covered in a thick layer of emerald ice. Astrid climbed forward, gathering Yggdrasil's power within her once more. She would open the exit, then go back to fight with Stormfly.

Before she could do anything, however, the ice shattered, and a bone chilling cold swept into the cavern. A figure cloaked in black darted inside, running past all of them with such speed that they couldn't see who, or what, it was. The figure dropped to the floor of the cavern. Astrid turned and could see one large eye of Jormungandr staring at them. The eye disappeared, which was followed by a loud, wet coughing noise. A sea of poisonous green venom gurgled its way into the cavern. The dragons instinctively began to back away. They could fight, but not against something like this.

The figure from earlier strode forth and extended his hand, his skin a pale blue color. Emerald colored ice shot forth from his palm. The torrent of still forming ice collided with the raising sea of venom. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, the venom slowly began to turn frozen solid. Everyone watched for several minutes as icy energy continued to be channeled into the venom, until eventually, the figure decided that it was enough.

A small measure of calm descended over the group as they realized they were not about to be made into a meal. A few short, halfhearted cheers went up. Astrid only had eyes for their savior, however. The figure darted back up the way he came, and Astrid followed him outside into the harsh cold of Jotunheim. She marvelled at a large, emerald green ice sculpture that was the perfect replica of Hiccup's sword, Allr'bani. That alone was enough to confirm her suspicions.

Astrid looked around. They were in a large clearing, perhaps one hundred feet in length and width. Surrounding them on either side was a small thicket of dead trees. To her back was the sheer face of the mountain, where she had crawled from the crevice. In front of her was a large expanse of crags, the only notable feature being a stone protrusion, almost like a spear, that extended for several hundred feet over the edge of the cliff. Behind her, she could hear Sigrid using magic to open the crevice large enough for the dragons to escape. The rest of the group was already standing behind her, waiting for their next move. They seemed to sense the serious mood that had consumed their leader.

The figure stood, his back turned to the group, looking outwards over the cliff. He turned, and Astrid could see the familiar auburn hair and a twinkle of emerald eyes. She knew it was Hiccup. Hiccup lowered his hood and removed his cloak, allowing it to fall to the ground. Astrid looked around again. Farther up the mountain, sitting atop a large boulder was Toothless, who was watching their reunion intently.

Astrid turned her gaze back to Hiccup, who met her eyes. Astrid gasped slightly at the soft, eerie glow that illuminated his eyes. It was like a candle had been lit behind his eyes, causing them to emit a faint green light. For a time, they just observed the other. It had not been terribly long since their parting, but when one thirsts for the other day after day, not out of drought but from self-deprivation, a day seemed like an eternity. Astrid felt their soul bond flare to life, sending great pulses of emotion between the two. She had the most overwhelming desire to take Hiccup in her arms and kiss him, but she restrained herself. That was not what she had come to Jotunheim to do. Now was not the time, nor the place.

Astrid was faintly aware that the rest of the group, and the dragons, had joined her in the clearing. The dragons had retreated, roosting on the mountainside and watching the confrontation.

Astrid steeled herself. "Give up, Hiccup," she declared.

"I'm afraid I'll have to decline the Allfather's invitation to dine in his dungeons," Hiccup said sarcastically, chuckling to himself.

Astrid's brows narrowed. "I know this isn't what you want, Hiccup. Surrender, and I promise you won't be harmed," she tried.

Hiccup shook his head. "No," he declared firmly. Astrid felt his resolve through their soul bond.

"Don't you feel anything? Don't you feel guilt for all the lives you've ruined? Don't you feel guilt for killing your mother?" Astrid asked, feeling her own overwhelming guilt at using Valka's death against him.

Astrid felt an overwhelming, soul crushing pain course through Hiccup and over to her through their soul bond. It was there one moment, and then gone the next. Astrid frowned. It was an unnatural crushing of emotions, one that she knew Hiccup wasn't capable of. Least of all when it concerned his mother. She noticed that he was gripping the hilt of Allr'bani quite tightly.

"I've come too far to turn back now, not when I'm so close," Hiccup responded, his voice unnaturally calm.

"So close? To what? What could be so important that you would throw away your humanity?" Astrid asked angrily.

Hiccup shook his head. "You don't get it. I can change everything! I can bring my mother back, I can make it so that father and Sigyn aren't separated. I can erase the prophecy of Ragnarok! We can go back to Berk and live out our lives, together," Hiccup said, trying to convince Astrid.

Astrid frowned. "Hiccup… no man can turn back the hands of time," she said quietly, sadly.

"No…" Hiccup said, a maniacal grin on his lips. "But a god could," he intoned.

"What?" Astrid asked incredulously, not believing the words coming out of his mouth.

"I'm close now Astrid, so close. Once I return to the Realm Eternal, I will bathe in the Well of Fate and ascend, becoming a Norn. With the power of a Norn, I can change fate, rewrite history. I can prevent everything before it even begins," Hiccup declared, a hint of pride in his tone.

Astrid shook her head. "No, Hiccup, you can't! You're messing with things you can't possibly understand! Even I know that!" Astrid yelled, panic rearing its ugly head. So many things could go wrong. What if he destroyed their entire reality? What if he lost his soul in some freak, godly magical accident? She would lose him forever if he went through with his plans.

"I can do it," Hiccup stated with resolve. Astrid sensed that he was set in his ways through their soul bond and hung her head.

"I won't let you," Astrid said quietly.

Hiccup smirked. "You can't stop me," he said.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

This story has no officially broken 400k words and 500 followers! Thanks for all the support guys! This chapter is extra long to celebrate the milestone. It's hard to estimate where HTTK will end. I originally estimated that it would end at ~550k words, but that's only 15 more chapters or so and the war isn't even close to being over. So, new estimate: 700k words. Enjoy.

Next chapter: Hiccup vs. Astrid, the final showdown!

So we saw quite a few things in this chapter, most notably, Hiccup's ambitions have been revealed (but more on that later). We saw all of the leaders of Loki's alliance: Farbauti, King of Jotunheim (as well as Loki's biological father); Surtr, King of Muspelheim; Blaeingr, King of Svartalfheim; and Hiccup's friend, Naefil, King of Niflheim. The Niflungar (lit. "children of the mist) inhabit Niflheim, and they are a race of childlike "spirits" who hoard treasure. They are masters of illusion magic, and use that magic to appear as apparitions of children. No one really knows what they look like under their magic, except for, perhaps, Loki and Hiccup. They are, after all, at the pinnacle of power within the illusion school of magic.

So, we now know what Hiccup's true goals are: he wants to be a Norn. For my universe, I have chosen the Norns to be the "gods" of creation. In Norse mythos, the Norns were beings who ruled over the fate of both gods and men. They are traditionally female only, however I have taken creative liberties and allowed them to be either male or female. There are many kinds of Norns, both benevolent and malevolent, however the big three are "Urd" ("fate"), "Verdandi" ("happening" or "present"), and "Skuld" ("debt" or "future"). A Norn typically appears when someone is born to decide their fate, as is their duty. However, a number of Norns are often rogue, doing what they will. They can be evil, associated with times of great strife, responsible for violent battles and death. Other times, they can be good, and are often associated with life and birth, or act as protective goddesses.

The Norns, or at least the big three, call Urdarbrunnr (the Well of Urd, or the Well of Fate) their home, which exists "under" Yggdrasil. Anything bathed in the Well of Fate is said to become, and I quote, "as white as the membrane called the skin that lies round the inside of the eggshell." There are also two swans who call the well home, which may or may not come up again as a certain someone's summoning familiar.

There are two other such realms (that exist "under" Yggdrasil): Hvergelmir, the realm which the Nidhogg resided in, and Mimisbrunnr (Mimir's Well), a well whose water grants wisdom and knowledge, and is guarded by the being (Norn, in my universe) Mimir. Odin sacrificed one of his eyes to drink from this well, which how (partly) he became so powerful. In mythos, Odin somehow also comes to possess Mimir's severed head, which whispers secrets and counsels him, however I've decided to leave him alive for my story.

Someone asked me (either in a review or message) if shipping Hiccup and Hel was bad — it's not. Way back when I started planning this story, the original pairing was Hiccup x Hel, however I quickly scrapped that as I found that I wasn't confident enough to write a romance with an original character, let alone one that wouldn't actually be featured in the story for… thirty chapters? Something like that. Anyway, I'm glad I decided to ship Astrid. I feel like it turned out better. That being said, Hel still does have a bit of a crush on her little brother. **Please note** that this story is still strictly a Hiccup and Astrid pairing! Hel's interactions with Hiccup are setting up an event that will occur in the future.

Guest — Kind of, the Vanir accent is based on a stereotypical Indian accent in English, mixed in with a bit of a German accent. I'm always a little scared to write in accents for fear that I won't properly convey what they're trying to say. Also, it's a lot harder to write an accent than to speak it. Vanir's typically say their W's like their V's, and their Th's like their S's.

As always, thanks for reading and I hope you enjoyed this chapter. Please leave a review if you feel like it. **I'm still looking for beta readers**, though I have several in mind already. If you're interested, please send me a message. Thanks! I'll probably decide and send out invites after the next chapter.

- Musica


	41. The Battle of Cold Hearts

**Chapter 41: The Battle of Cold Hearts**

_by Code Musica_

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The Battle of Cold Hearts was what many considered the turning point in the war. Of the races present— humans, dragons, Aesir, Vanir, dwarves, elves, and giants— all tell the story differently. Through the ages, the tale may have been embellished and exaggerated, but if there was but one truth to take away, it was that things were never really quite the same afterwards.<p>

To this day, legends speak of a great magic in the north where the land is scarred and twisted, where all manner of demons and monstrosities roam. And yet, there exists a beacon of light, a sanctuary for lost travellers to take shelter from the madness. A large plateau of nothing for miles and miles, marked only by an icy sculpture of a sword.

They say it was there that the Battle of Cold Hearts was fought, and that even the demons fear to tread on ground that was walked upon by the beings who laid waste to mountains.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup smirked. "You can't stop me," he said.<p>

Astrid ignored him. "Don't interfere," she said icily, her words for her friends. Even the harsh cold of Jotunheim seemed warm compared to her tone.

Astrid was upon Hiccup in an instant, channeling her enhancement magic to boost her speed to supernatural levels few could match. In a single motion, she drew her battleaxe from where it rested on her back and swung, a wide, vicious strike that would have cleaved a lesser man in half.

Hiccup was not a lesser man. He did not move, he did not flinch. Green tinted ice sprung into being, forming a wall between him and the attack. Astrid did not shy away from the challenge. She enhanced her strength to the point where she felt the axe begin to crack under the power of her grip. Steel met ice in a battle of will and strength, brawn against intellect.

The ice held fast, Hiccup's potent arcane energy giving it the strength to endure Astrid's axe. Astrid darted forward, running around the ice and flanking her beloved from behind. She idly caught, in the corner of her eye, through the ice, a multitude of Hiccup's forming around her. She deftly dodged a stab from Hiccup. She cast him a backwards glare before punching the Hiccup she had flanked in the back, shattering his spine and killing him instantly. The dead Hiccup dissipated into a mist of emerald energy before fading entirely.

Astrid was surrounded by five illusory copies of Hiccup. She reached deep within her being, focussing on her own pool of magical energy, and forcefully calmed it. The illusionary copies wavered in the air, as if made of smoke, but held their form. Astrid blinked. Hiccup had never been able to keep her trapped in an illusion if she truly wanted out, at least, not for many years. Was he hiding his true strength from her? The thought made Astrid grit her teeth. No one underestimated Astrid Hofferson.

Astrid closed her eyes and focussed. She could hear the soft footfalls of the illusory Hiccups as they closed in all around her, their swords held high and ready to strike. Her anger fueled her determination, and she felt the illusion break. Years of fighting had turned her into a warrior with few equals, and as such, Astrid's body turned and blocked a stab by Hiccup entirely on instinct. It was aimed for the tendons on her shoulder, a wound that would have incapacitated her. It would heal, but the battle would be over. Hiccup wasn't playing around.

And neither was Astrid. Sparks flew as Astrid's axe grinded against the blade of Allr'bani. Astrid smirked when she felt Hiccup buckle under her superior strength. Her smirk turned to a frown when he remained locked in the contest of strength when she was clearly his better. Hiccup was too smart for that. Her eyes widened when she realized why. Allr'bani was slowly cleaving through Astrid's axe, aided by her own strength. She quickly disengaged.

Hiccup followed her. While Astrid was the stronger, Hiccup was undoubtedly the faster. The midnight blade of Allr'bani seemed to bend as it soared through the air, each strike finding its mark on the small cut in Astrid's axe's blade. He was destroying her weapon, one swing at a time.

Astrid fell back, turned, and kicked, all in one swift motion. Hiccup blocked with the flat of Allr'bani. The impact of boot and sword sent a shockwave of air outwards that sent the snow flying, revealing smooth stone underfoot. Astrid gasped when she felt cold magic crawl through her boots as Hiccup began to encase her foot in ice. She hastily removed the limb before he could accomplish his aim.

That turned out to be the wrong move. Hiccup smirked victoriously as Astrid backpedalled onto the newly exposed stone, where he had created a thin sheet of ice. Astrid slipped, stumbling backwards and nearly falling on her backside. She recovered, though it was an ungraceful maneuver. Hiccup just stood there, admiring his work.

That just made Astrid even more mad. He still wasn't taking her seriously. She dashed forward, again, her axe held back and ready to swing. She locked eyes with Hiccup, who was grinning wryly and shaking his head. When she was no more than a foot from him, she flashed him a blindingly beautiful smile, one that she knew would muddle his thoughts.

It worked like a charm. Astrid felt guilty, slightly, as she swung the flat of her axe and struck Hiccup in the side of the head. An echoing ring, mixed with a crunch, filled the clearing as Hiccup stumbled backwards, one hand held to his bleeding skull.

Astrid knew he wouldn't fall to such a wound, his natural regeneration would heal him shortly, but it would prove a point. Hiccup glared at her, a small stream of blood flowing down and into his left eye. Astrid could see that the playfulness was gone from his eyes. Now, he was serious. She steeled herself, for the battle had only just begun.

Hiccup swung his free arm, his hand coated in crimson. A wave of green ice surged forward like the tide. Astrid leapt to the side to avoid the magic. She glided through the air gracefully for several tens of feet, casting a backwards glance in Hiccup's direction. Hiccup had his hand raised and a finger pointed at her.

Astrid felt, rather than saw, the cold ice move in to ensnare her. A giant, grasping hand of still forming ice erupted beneath her and shot skyward. The hand's fingers were closing in around her, and Astrid instinctively knew that she would be frozen solid if the ice touched her. She grit her teeth, spun in mid air, and unleashed a torrent of wind that propelled for forward, just out of the clutches of the icy hand.

Hiccup wasn't done. Astrid could see him gesturing, motioning with his hands, speaking with his mouth, as he wove magic all around her. Spikes of ice covered the stone where she would have landed. Wind, as sharp as any sword, buffeted her as she fell. The roots of the trees on the outskirts of the clearing writhed and slithered outwards, to ensnare her.

Astrid countered by summoning a pillar of stone, only big enough for her to place a single foot on, and then jumping to safety, far away from any of the traps he had laid. She winced as she felt a warm liquid run down her forearm. One of the blades of wind had cut her as she fell. It was shallow, barely breaking the skin, so she ignored it.

Astrid grit her teeth in frustration. She didn't have the endless reserves of magical energy like Hiccup did. Using magic, aside from her enhancement magic, cost her dearly. She couldn't afford to use magic like that unless absolutely necessary. Astrid immersed herself in her enhancement magic, bringing her strength and speed to new heights. She knew from experience that she was now too fast for her own eyes to follow, so she enhanced her vision and reflexes.

She was a blur of speed, a flash of gold against the snowy background. The world seemed to elongate, as if stretched by some unnatural force. Astrid knew that she was just moving fast, incredibly fast. She wouldn't be able to see at all if she hadn't enhanced her vision. It was actually quite dangerous. If she ran into a pebble at the speed she was moving it, it would be like being struck by an arrow.

Hiccup reacted with as much speed as he could, but wasn't fast enough. She looked up and saw that his eyes were still looking at where she had been standing previously. Like her, he too was moving purely on instinct. He was coiled, as if he was about to unleash an attack with his sword. Astrid swung her axe at his sword arm before he could even move. She felt the axe connect with a crunch, but it was not the crunch of steel breaking flesh and bone. She saw the beginnings of a thin coat of rime begin to form over the blade of her axe, and Astrid hastily yanked her axe back. Hiccup had encased his arm in a makeshift armor made of ice to defend himself.

_Clever,_ thought Astrid. It was one of the traits she loved about him. Hiccup turned to face her, his icy armor fading. Astrid stared at the discoloration of his skin that the ice left behind; a pale, icy blue that looked unhealthy. It was similar to the color of a frost giant's skin, albeit much paler. Eventually, that too faded. Astrid wondered when he had become so proficient in ice magic. Valka was talented, she knew that, but magic was rarely inherited except in very rare cases. That, and Astrid knew Hiccup was gifted in illusion magic, not ice magic. It was vexing.

Astrid was drawn from her reverie as Hiccup raised his arm and extended his index finger, pointing at her. Arcane energy crackled along his arm, gathering into a point at the tip of his finger. It leapt from his finger in an instant, thundering towards her. Astrid leapt out of the way, her enhanced reflexes allowing her to react in time. The bolt of magic struck the stone where she had been standing, erupting into a large, icy construct that resembled a flower. Astrid had no doubt she would have been frozen solid if she was hit.

Astrid narrowly flinched out of the way of another bolt of the same magic. She could feel the icy energy pulse as it passed her cheek mid air. She landed hard, rolling and breaking into a sprint and running towards Hiccup at blinding speeds. She didn't use her axe this time, instead opting to kick his legs out from under him in a sweep. She then dropped the haft of her axe on his throat, which would render him unable to speak, and thus unable to cast more complex magics. For a time, at least.

Hiccup gurgled, grasping at his throat, before bursting into emerald light. Astrid cursed and, once again, mercilessly asserted her control over her magic, dispelling the illusion. She had lost her concentration when he had fired the previous two spells.

Hiccup, the real one, reappeared, perched in a tall tree on the opposite side of the clearing. Hiccup chanted, his words so fast that no one knew what he said, catching bits and pieces.

"Astrid! Watch out! He's casting in triplicate!" Auriel yelled, her voice echoing through the valley.

All at once, three spells came to life. Astrid could feel the air hum with power due to the sheer amount of energy Hiccup was exuding. An angry crimson ball of fire erupted from Hiccup's right hand, flying towards her general location. That meant one of two things: Hiccup had made a mistake, which was unlikely, or it was a spell that you didn't need to be accurate for. The worst kind. In his left hand, a bolt of crackling purple lightning shot forth. The plasma was so hot that Astrid could smell ozone as it burned the very air. From above, appearing out of thin air, was a pregnant, dark gray storm cloud. Icy shards rained down upon the clearing, bursting into emerald fire moments after leaving the cloud.

Astrid's mind whirred as her enhanced reflexes examined the situation. She had to focus on the ice, dodging as to not be impaled. She needed to get as far away from the fireball as possible, as it would no doubt erupt into an explosion. The most pressing, however, was the bolt of lightning that was racing towards her with deadly precision.

Making her decisions, Astrid acted. She threw her axe at the lightning, letting it act as a lightning rod. She sprinted away from where she thought the fireball would strike, running as fast as she could. All the while, her eyes were trained upwards, dodging every shard of ice that rained down upon her. She would have to be careful as they continued to fight, for the shards of ice sunk several inches into the stone and did not dissolve. Stepping on one would severely hinder her mobility. The fireball struck rock, missing where Astrid had originally been standing by no more than five feet. A thunderous explosion echoed, shaking the very mountain and turning the trees to ash and the stone to liquid.

Astrid gasped for breath as the magic unfolded, not from exertion, but from adrenaline. Hiccup was, without a doubt, the toughest opponent she had ever faced. Not even Fenrir compared to him. Astrid doubted Fenrir's boast at that moment. The wolf had said he was unbeatable in combat, and that not even Hiccup could best him. Astrid really, _really_ doubted that. Hiccup probably hadn't even been trying.

As the magic subsided, Hiccup spoke up. "I'm impressed, you know," he said. "Few can dodge such an onslaught. My father can cast up to fifteen spells at once, and even I can't react to that many."

There seemed to be a lull in the battle as the two of them appreciated the other. They were like a pair of matching blades; each one beautiful and deadly in their own right, but together, they were a force to be reckoned with. Astrid walked to where her axe had fallen, picking it up and gripping the haft tightly. She scowled. "Then why don't you stop playing around and actually fight like you mean it," Astrid goaded.

Hiccup smirked wryly. "Your wish is my command, my lady," Hiccup said sarcastically, taking a small mocking bow. As he straightened, his body seemed to flicker in the wind, like a mirage. Astrid could sense that his presence was lessened, and knew that he was using his connection to the Veil.

Now to see if Yggdrasil's power trumped Hiccup's, or rather, Galmann's, power. Astrid blinked. Hiccup was gone. She felt a chill crawl up her spine and turned, catching Allr'bani with the blade of her axe. Allr'bani skid off the axehead, grinding down the haft. Astrid spun out of the way, trying to avoid having to drop her weapon without having her fingers cut off. She struck next, swinging her axe in an overhead strike that would have cut fully grown men in twine.

Hiccup held Allr'bani fast, using one arm. Their weapons met. Hiccup's arm didn't even so much as tremble under the weight of Astrid's attack as she put her weight in it, using her enhanced strength. She cursed. The fact that the Veil gave its wielder strength and speed in proportion to the user's will frustrated her to no end.

The two of them continued to trade blows for nearly a minute. All the while Hiccup had a slight frown on his lips, as if he was half bored, half disappointed. He wondered why Astrid would challenge him to a proper duel if she had no means to counter him. Given that the others were staying out of the fight, she had to have something, right?

They duelled for a minute more, until Hiccup's boredom pushed him over the limit. He spun, and when their weapons met again, he spoke to Allr'bani, asking for her to end their conflict. Allr'bani cut through the blade of Astrid's axe like a hot knife through ice. Astrid gasped as her trusty weapon of many years, made by Hiccup for her name day, was destroyed. She staggered back, looking between her axe and Hiccup.

Hiccup felt slightly guilty at having to destroy her weapon, but hopefully it would push her over the edge and fight him seriously. If she didn't have a counter to his connection to the Veil, there was no way she, or any of the others, would beat him. Hiccup frowned as he thought of a way to smuggle them off the realm. Astrid could stay with him on the isle, but the rest would have to go. Hiccup wondered how they had snuck into Jotunheim in the first place. It was well guarded, certainly more so than the other realms.

Astrid frowned and she blinked away a few unbidden tears. She had grown attached to that axe, and now it was gone. Little more than a useless hunk of adamantite, it served little purpose other than a club or walking stick. She tossed the haft back to Sigrid, who jumped and caught it, nearly falling from the spot she and the others had retreated to in order to avoid Hiccup's magic.

She turned back to face Hiccup and took a deep breath, closing her eyes and focussing on the feeling of energy all around her. Hiccup quirked an eyebrow, content to wait and see what his beloved would do next. Astrid reached out, feeling all the life around her. The energy in the air, the snow, the rock, the trees. She felt the energy within her friends, within the snake creatures far below her, and the great mass of energy that was no doubt Jormungandr. She expanded her senses, casting her thoughts out to the woods they had gotten lost in. She felt the strange sentience in the trees, and how they exuded the acidic mist. She felt the energy in the mutated creatures that had hunted them, the unfortunate victims who had lost their lives to the mist.

Astrid could feel Hiccup's energy, too. It was like a frozen lake. A fathomless deep ocean of energy, frozen over by a thick layer of ice. The ocean; his magic. The ice; the Veil. She could also feel, faintly, a string that connected him to Allr'bani. Astrid turned her senses to the sword. Her heart stopped.

Contained within Allr'bani was a mass of energy, writhing and raging like a fire. So massive was this energy that Astrid's mind could not comprehend its vastness. There was nothing she could compare it to. It was like trying to imagine what a billion fish looked like. The human mind simply wasn't built to comprehend such things, though Astrid thought a dragon might daydream of such a feast.

Astrid's senses shifted back to the energy in nature around her, and she began to draw it in. Slowly at first, and then more quickly as she became more and more confident. She felt the warmth of Yggdrasil's energy drive the cold from her body. It was familiar, almost, in a way. Like she had known the power her whole life, and just couldn't remember until just now.

Hiccup watched Astrid closely. Through their soul bond, he felt a strange shift in her energy, as if it was expanding, or perhaps shrinking, as if to accommodate something. What, he didn't know. Slowly, but surely, Astrid began to glow. At first, it was her own sapphire colored energy. Then, it was an emerald colored energy, which Hiccup assumed was his own that she was siphoning from their soul bond. Then, it was a golden yellow color. Followed by electric purple. Crimson red. Sunset orange. Dandelion yellow.

Hiccup's eyes widened as the number of colors continued to grow. Something was wrong. What Astrid was doing felt… dangerous. Yes, dangerous. That was the word for it. Hiccup steeled himself. Still, the number of colors continued to grow, until Hiccup could no longer count them. Eventually, Astrid was surrounded by a soft, white glow, with energy of every color licking the edges of the glow like fire.

Hiccup had seen something similar before. The World Gate. When it was open, the portal appeared very much the same as Astrid did now, or perhaps, it was the other way around. Hiccup didn't know what to make of that. Whatever power his beloved now wielded, it was unlikely to help her in her fight against him. Only another wielder of the Veil could challenge him, of which, the only other was his father.

Astrid exhaled deeply, opening her eyes. Hiccup gasped quietly. Her eyes, much like his own, glowed softly, as if a candlelight was aflame behind them. It gave her a hauntingly beautiful look that he was hard pressed to ignore. Hiccup wondered if this was how Hel felt when she saw his eyes. He could certainly see the appeal.

Astrid's eyes focussed on Hiccup, a firm determination glinting in them as she steeled herself. "Know that his hurts me far more than it hurts you, my love," Astrid said, before charging him with nothing more than her fists.

Hiccup snorted. He waited, ready to counterattack when her attack failed. He watched as she came to a stop before him, pivoting on her front foot and raising her open palm.

Hiccup saw the sky. A searing pain coursed through his veins as his senses came back to him, and he felt himself flying through the air. He felt his jaw hang slack, broken and useless, though his natural regeneration was working to fix that. Then, he felt a fist impact his gut, sending him tumbling back to earth head over feet.

Hiccup got to his feet, just barely blocking Astrid's kick with the flat of Allr'bani. He grit his teeth at the immense, overpowering strength behind the kick. Even his enhanced strength gained through his connection to the Veil paled in comparison to the power Astrid now wielded. The two of them separated, and then clashed again. Astrid grabbed Allr'bani by the blade, knowing that she wouldn't be cut, and pulled it aside. Using her free hand, she rapidly delivered a barrage of punches. She heard the crunch of breaking bone under each strike. Cheek. Sternum. Ribs. Left shoulder. She held him in place, as Hiccup would not let go of Allr'bani.

Hiccup grit his teeth and suffered Astrid's wrath. He refused to let go of Allr'bani. He deftly jumped, aiming a kick at Astrid's head. Astrid didn't even defend against the kick, let alone feel it. Hiccup placed his foot on her shoulder, using it as a foothold. Using his superior positioning, he brought his other leg down, kicking her again. Using both feet, he pushed away, managing to tear Allr'bani from her grip.

He gasped for breath. The power of the Veil was failing him. How, he didn't know, but it was. Astrid attacked him directly, and he couldn't shift his presence away. It was as if she was reaching into the Veil to hit him, instead of the shadow of him that occupied his place in the material realm when he was struck. His regeneration was struggling to keep up with his injuries, and he could see darkness clouding his vision.

"_Allr'bani, keep me awake,"_ Hiccup commanded.

"_Yes, father,"_ Allr'bani responded, reaching out and taking control of Hiccup's senses, dulling the pain and driving away his exhaustion. The darkness in his vision receded.

Astrid frowned as she felt all the damage she had dealt to Hiccup dwindle to nothing. It was unnaturally crushed and suppressed, just like when she had mentioned his mother. Later, she would have to find out how he was doing that. She looked to Hiccup's eyes and found that he had found his determination again.

Hiccup reached out to the creatures of the Veil, summoning one that could help him. It was a lizard, no bigger than his foot, and unrelated to dragons in every way— except for one. It breathed fire. Only, it was not the fire as mortals knew it. It was Veilfire, a twisted, all consuming inferno that ate at everything until there was nothing left. The tiny creature was only too happy to offer its services to Hiccup.

He channeled his power, gritting his teeth as he forcibly dragged the creature into the material world. The lizard crawled down Hiccup's arm until it sat in his hand.

Astrid was curious, having never seen something like it before._ Was it one of his summoning familiars?_ Astrid wondered.

The lizard bulged, becoming round like a ball. Astrid got a very bad feeling. A moment later, a sea of pitch black flames erupted from the lizard's mouth, covering an area of twenty feet wide in front of Hiccup. The fire surged forward, and Astrid leapt out of the way, giving the flames a wide berth. She appeared behind Hiccup in an instant, cocking a fist back to punch him again.

Hiccup turned, fast as lightning, and slashed at her with Allr'bani, catching her fist with his blade and blocking it. The lizard belched again, sending another wave of black fire at Astrid. She jumped back, dodging most of it, but a few sparks caught her thigh as she jumped. Astrid looked down and saw a black fire spreading, consuming and draining Yggdrasil's energy. She tried to extinguish it, but found that she couldn't. Her eyes widened.

And yet, the black fire never made it past the veritable armor of Yggdrasil's energy. It simply ate at it, and before it could advance, more of Yggdrasil's energy took its place. Astrid discarded the energy, and the black fire followed it. She then replaced the energy she had lost, appearing no worse for the wear. Astrid examined her thigh, ensuring it wasn't damaged and that Yggdrasil's energy was still covering her. She looked up and saw Hiccup prompting the lizard once more.

As the lizard breathed fire once more, Astrid was a blur of movement as she evaded the flames, making sure not to let any touch her this time. She was behind him, in his blind spot. She formed an open-palmed fist with her hand, intending to strike him in the back of the head and knock him unconscious. Hiccup, once more, turned and barely managed to block her with the flat of Allr'bani. While he was blocking, Astrid killed the lizard before the creature could react.

Astrid turned her attention to Hiccup. She launched a barrage of kicks and punches at him. For every he blocked or dodged, two more found their marks.

_How? How? How! How!_ Hiccup thought, as he had no choice but to endure. How was Astrid able to bypass the power of the Veil and attack him? She hadn't had a terribly long period of time between their last clash and now, it was impossible for her to develop such a technique in such a short amount of time.

Hiccup grit his teeth and allowed Astrid to hit him in the face. He felt several teeth get knocked out, and his jaw was a mass of shattered bone held loosely together by his regeneration. It did have the effect of sending him skidding backwards, rolling across the stone helplessly. He recovered, turned away from Astrid, and ran. He willed his body to dwell in the Veil completely, leaving the material dimension entirely.

"No you don't," he heard Astrid grunt, her breath warm against his neck. She grabbed him by the hair, yanking him backwards. Hiccup yelped in pain and was dragged to the ground before he could flee.

Astrid brought her heel down upon Hiccup's stomach in a powerful kick. Hiccup grunted as the breath was knocked from his lungs. He thought something important might have been damaged, but he didn't have the time to deal with it. He would just have to trust in his regeneration. Hiccup struggled to get to his feet as Astrid continued to batter him.

Astrid eventually stopped when she realized Hiccup wasn't defending himself anymore. A shattering sound, like glass breaking, echoed from within Hiccup. His connection to the Veil was severed. He no longer had the strength, nor the magic, to maintain it. Astrid had won. She smiled at her victory, ignoring the painful feeling of guilt she felt at hurting him so.

She turned to her friends. "Bring me the ribbon!" Astrid called out. Thor made to move but stopped when Hiccup suddenly stood and half staggered, half ran, away from Astrid. His gait was awkward and unsteady, like a wounded animal.

Astrid sighed, standing and turning to face Hiccup. "Give up, Hiccup. You can't win," she said.

Hiccup laughed. It was a bubbling, maniacal laugh. "I'm a son of Loki. We never lose," he said, placing a hand over his chest. His regeneration, combined with the rigors of maintaining his connection to the Veil, on top of his earlier use of magic, had left him drained. He gripped his chest tightly, his fingernails tearing his tunic and digging into his flesh slightly.

"_Ek Kosta!"_ Hiccup commanded, activating the curse, using it in the traditional manner that it was designed for— forcibly extracting more magic than a person had. Crimson lightning danced across his skin. Every nerve was seared with pain as Hiccup felt like he was being cooked from the inside out.

Astrid, and the others, gasped. Astrid knew full well the pain of that particular magic, having used it to defeat Auriel so long ago.

Hiccup grunted as he began to bleed from his nose and ears. He released the curse when he felt he had enough magic for what he had planned. He snapped his connection to the Veil back in place. It calmed him, soothing his anger. He couldn't lose. He _wouldn't_ lose.

"Just because you've learned a few new tricks doesn't mean your victory is assured!" Hiccup snapped at them, all of them.

"Behold," Hiccup intoned, his voice echoing as if many copies of him were speaking. "The might of a Veil Titan!"

Hiccup raised his arms high, both hands clenched into fists. High above them, Astrid and the others could see an invisible outline in the falling snow. It was a vaguely humanoid creature, easily as tall as a mountain. Hiccup gasped and grunted in pain as he felt his magic drop dangerously low and his heart fluttered. If he wasn't careful, the magic would start siphoning his life to fuel itself. He brought his hands down, slamming them into the air as if striking them. The titan mirrored his actions, bringing down two large fists.

"Get on the dragons!" Astrid yelled at her friends. She saw Stormfly make to grab her, but shook her head. She would be needed to help carry Taf, as it took the strength of two dragons to carry the large troll.

The Veil Titan's fists connected with the stone of the mountain. The mountain shuddered as an explosion of snow, dust, and rock shook it. Through Yggdrasil's power, Astrid could feel the tunnels and caverns below them begin to cave in as the entire mountain collapsed in on itself. Many of the snake creatures were dying, but Jormungandr was noticeably absent. _Odd…_ thought Astrid. A giant sea serpent just didn't vanish.

Astrid felt the stone give out beneath her feet as she dropped into a free fall. She twisted mid air, extending a hand in front of her. She willed her summoning familiar to come to her aid. A large cloud of sapphire energy solidified into a large, beautiful white swan. Astrid didn't know why her familiar was a swan, only that she assumed it was something to do with her being a Seer. As far as she knew, all Seers had a bird as a familiar. She had, finally, managed to summon her own after their battle with the Nidhogg.

She landed gracefully on the swan's back as it flapped its wings, keeping both of them from falling with the crumbling mountain. Astrid looked up. Hiccup was standing on the shoulder of the translucent Veil Titan, a small, pleased smile on his lips. Astrid looked back to see her friends on the dragons, Taf being carried between Stormfly and Duna as the two dragons beat their wings furiously to keep the troll afloat.

The ground trembled as Hiccup willed the Veil Titan forward, his strength rapidly waning. He had to finish the fight soon. Astrid returned her eyes to Hiccup and his monstrosity. She took a deep breath, focussing Yggdrasil's power once more. She gathered it in her arm and the glow surrounding her intensified. When Astrid felt as if she had gathered enough power, she raised her arm, extending a finger, and discharged the power as a spark of pure energy.

Astrid didn't know what she had been expecting, but it certainly wasn't what happened. The blast of energy shot forward faster than the eye could follow and blew a hole through the center of the Veil Titan's chest, and then continued onwards where it struck a distant mountain, destroying half of it. She gasped slightly. It slowly began to dawn on Astrid that the power she now wielded was more powerful than anything she had ever heard of.

A loud, echoing crunch, like glass breaking, echoed through the valley as the Veil Titan crumbled and faded to nothing. Hiccup fell, his connection to the Veil severed. Blood ran from his nose and ears freely. He was running on empty now. Hiccup extended a hand and summoned his familiar, mirroring Astrid. He had meant for a Valraven of a size large enough where he could fly on it, but all that appeared was a normal sized raven. He didn't have the energy to summon anything larger.

The Valraven's foot bulged as it transfigured its body. One of its claws turned into a pair of long snakes, which darted forward and caught Hiccup. The raven glided downwards slowly, unable to fly with Hiccup's weight. Astrid directed her swan to follow him down. The others, on dragonback, followed Astrid.

The group landed on a plateau of crushed stone, remains from the mountain that had crumbled under the might of the Veil Titan. As soon as Hiccup's feet touched the stone, his raven disappeared in a flash of emerald light. He was empty with exhaustion. He had nothing left to give, unless he wanted to use the Kosta curse again. His hands trembled as he gripped Allr'bani tightly.

Allr'bani did the best she could to ease her father's exhaustion. There was little else she could do unless he called upon the Power that dwelt within her, but the both of them knew that was not an option. Hiccup had already spent too much energy when he tried to save his mother. If they used any more, they wouldn't have enough for when they really needed it.

Astrid's swan disappeared as she dismounted. She gave Hiccup a sad, pitying look, a frown on her lips. She spoke the truth. It hurt her more than him to do this, but she wouldn't stand by and let Hiccup fall deeper and deeper into the darkness. The others remained in the air, not trusting that the battle was over.

Hiccup was gasping for breath as he raised his head. Astrid was still glowing with the seemingly endless supply of energy that made her nigh unbeatable. He had been analyzing her power, looking for a weakness, or at least an explanation of its source. He had ideas, but nothing solid. He wouldn't be able to develop a counter to her power before the fight was over. In the end, it came down to strength against strength. And Astrid was his better.

"_Allr'bani,"_ Hiccup said between gasps. _"Lend me your fire."_

Allr'bani was reluctant. _"But what if you hurt her?"_ Allr'bani asked.

Hiccup chuckled to himself, choking on his saliva and coughing. _"Hurt her if you must, it is the least she deserves for beating me within an inch of my life,"_ Hiccup said. _"But do not kill her,"_ he added sternly.

Allr'bani mentally nodded. _"Think of all the fire in your life, father. Let it be your weapon,"_ she instructed.

Hiccup did so. He thought of his pain at the hands of his family and villagers of Berk. He thought of the anger at his alienation among the Order and the realms for being a human. He thought of the sorrow at the death of his mother at his own hands. He thought of his ambition, his drive to become a Norn.

But he did not focus on just the bad. He thought of his love for Toothless, how they would be partners for life. He thought of his love for Astrid, and how they would be together, forever, in this life, in death, and in the life after death due to their soul bond. He thought of his love for his family; Loki, Fenrir, Hel, Narfi, Vali, and, in some small way, Jormungandr. He thought of Allr'bani, and how she had always helped him so, even if he didn't know it. Begrudgingly, he thought of his friends who now opposed him. He only wished they could have been on his side.

Astrid watched as Hiccup closed his eyes and took a stance, holding Allr'bani in front of him with both hands. Emerald flames burst to life on the blade of Allr'bani. Astrid's eyes widened in surprise, and fear, as they did not stop there. The flames continued, raging and roaring and consuming Hiccup's body. She was relieved to see that they did not harm him, but rather, embraced him. She watched as Hiccup opened his eyes. They were glowing now more than ever, emerald arcane energy crackling from them. Astrid steeled herself. This was it. His last gambit.

Astrid's brow narrowed in alarm as she caught a ghostly image of a woman floating behind Hiccup, her hands resting on his shoulder. She was taller than he was, with midnight black skin and silvery hair the color of starlight. Like Hiccup, her eyes crackled with emerald arcane energy.

"**Devour,"** Hiccup intoned, his voice having a slight feminine echo from the union of himself and Allr'bani. He raised Allr'bani high, gripping her hilt tightly. The emerald flames flared and burned brightly as they increased in strength. Astrid readied herself, gathering the energy of Yggdrasil within her body to survive the coming attack.

Hiccup brought down his sword. Emerald flames seemed to fall from the heavens in an instant as all that was in the path of his swing for a mile was incinerated and turned to nothing. Not even ash remained. The winds howled and the earth trembled. The dragons and their riders struggled to keep in the skies as the winds buffeted them. Great avalanches thundered down the mountainsides of all the surrounding mountains. Part of the Lost Woods was simply gone, as if it had been erased, never existing in the first place. Astrid was nowhere to be seen.

Hiccup fell to his knees as the flames dissipated and the glow left his eyes. He was completely and utterly spent. Channeling Allr'bani's flames through him had taken a toll on his body, more than he had thought. But, he had won. Hiccup called to Toothless, asking him to come pick him up. He needed to leave before the others decided to fight him. He couldn't even battle a Terror in the state he was in.

Just as Toothless began to glide down, a figure walked out of the remnants of the Lost Woods. Hiccup couldn't believe his eyes. Perhaps he had fallen unconscious after the attack and was dreaming. That had to be it.

The figure was Astrid. She was still glowing, but her luminance had diminished slightly. Hiccup grit his teeth and his brows narrowed. How? How was she able to shrug off everything he threw at her? Magic, the Veil, even Allr'bani! Nothing worked on her. She was unbeatable.

Astrid continued to walk towards him with a slow, calm gait. It was as if she knew that Hiccup no longer had the strength to resist her. It was well and truly over. She had won.

Hiccup couldn't stand it. The helplessness, the not knowing. It ate at his sanity. He had to know what this power was that Astrid wielded, and how she came to posses it.

For all Hiccup's prowess in magic, Astrid had forgotten that his genius in the arcane stemmed from one thing: his mind. Hiccup was, first and foremost, a true master of the mind arts. His mastery over magic and the sword came after that. Such was the force of his mental attack, the observers could see the snow part as it fell as if some invisible force rushed at Astrid.

Astrid flinched violently as Hiccup's mind burrowed into her own with such force that she had to turn her complete focus inwards, lest her mind be conquered by Hiccup. Astrid knew the form his attack would take, yet she was helpless to stop it. Many preferred to attack the minds of another like a battering ram, using brute force to shatter any and all defenses. Hiccup was different. He wielded his mind like a dagger, using a surgical precision to slice through any defense Astrid could erect.

Hiccup dug deeper and deeper, going through her memories one by one. Most, he knew. Either having been told of them by Astrid, or shared with him, either on Berk, or during their journey through the realms. He meticulously tore each one apart, examining it for any trace of the power.

Astrid did her best to hide her memories, throwing up defenses around them. That was the wrong move. Hiccup noticed her struggle immediately and broke her defenses with a mere thought, the dagger of his mind sinking into her defenses to the hilt. Astrid knew she wouldn't be able to stop him, so she didn't try to. Instead, she continued to walk forward.

Hiccup found the memories then. That fateful day on the deck of the skyship when he had died. Yggdrasil came to Astrid, offering her a deal. The World Tree would unite their souls, and in return, Astrid would "save him from himself." He saw her budding powers as a Seer, and all the visions she had of his past. Then, he came to what he sought. The source of her new power. Yggdrasil had possessed the spirit of his mother and given her the knowledge directly. Hiccup winced as that same knowledge flooded his mind. It was an ocean of information; thoughts, memories, emotions. It was the power of life itself, the power held in the rocks, in the trees, in the air, and in the water.

Only death ruled over life. It was no wonder he could not beat her. Hiccup faintly heard the sound of snow crunching underfoot. His senses returned to him, as he stared up at Astrid's face. Her eyes were cold and her determination steeled. She gathered the power of Yggdrasil within her fist, and punched Hiccup in the face. An explosion of raw energy erupted, sending a shockwave across the valley. When the smoke and dust cleared, Hiccup lay unconscious.

Astrid turned to Thor. "The ribbon," she said, holding out a hand. Thor took the small leather pouch from his waist that contained Gleipnir and threw it to Astrid, who caught it deftly. Astrid walked over to Hiccup's prone form. She stopped as Toothless landed, a fierce snarl marring his draconic features as he stood protectively over Hiccup.

The two of them stared at each other, neither willing to back down. Eventually, Astrid started to walk forward again. Toothless growled in warning, which Astrid ignored. She stood face-to-face with Toothless, as he continued to growl at her menacingly. "It's for his own good," Astrid said.

Toothless' growls quieted. He stared at her for a long time, before eventually stepping aside. Toothless was privy to Hiccup's pain, perhaps even more so than Astrid since they were separated. He trusted in Astrid, and knew that, perhaps, his pain would ease if he was captured. If only just slightly. Him being captured did not affect their plans in the slightest. Hiccup could still rise to become a Norn whether he was with Loki, or with Astrid. The only difference was how happy he would be, and Toothless wanted his two-legs to be happy.

Astrid kneeled and withdrew Gleipnir from the pouch. She made to tie the ribbon around Hiccup's wrist, but stopped as she caught sight of Allr'bani laying a few feet away. She reached down and grabbed the sword's scabbard, not wanting to have to carry it around again. After removing the scabbard, she tied Gleipnir around Hiccup's wrist using a single knot. The ribbon glowed and expanded, wrapping around his arm and encasing it before moving to the rest of his body and repeating the process. When all was said and done, Hiccup was encased in a iron gray colored ribbon, looking very much like a mummy. Only his head remained uncovered.

Astrid sighed in relief. She stood and walked over to Allr'bani and picked up the sword, intending to sheathe it. Astrid yelped in pain as she gripped the hilt, her palm scorched. Allr'bani refused to allow Astrid to wield her. Allr'bani slithered into her scabbard, without Astrid's assistance. Astrid grumbled and stuck the sword through her belt. As she returned to Hiccup's side, she gingerly tried to draw the sword. It held fast in its scabbard, refusing to be drawn.

Astrid hefted Hiccup's unconscious body over her shoulders and turned to face her friends, who had landed after the apparent conclusion of the battle. All around them was ruin and debri, while dust and smoke billowed high into the sky.

No one said anything. Astrid marched over to Stormfly, slinging Hiccup over the saddle and strapped him in. "I should warn you," Toothless said, his tone returning to its playful and jovial norm. "Jormungandr has no doubt gone to alert Loki of what has transpired here. If we are to leave, we must do so now."

Astrid cursed. Her plan didn't really count on having to break out of Jotunheim. They were without a skyship, carrying a captive who was easily recognizable, and they were being searched for. Things couldn't get much worse. "What do we do?" Astrid asked, directing her question to Agvior. The old elf, for once, seemed at a loss. He didn't know what to do either. The others were similarly silent, deep in thought as to how they could escape Loki's forces as they tried to free Hiccup. Loki would no doubt be in a rage at the loss of his most prized son.

Taf looked between everyone. "Want leave ice?" Taf asked. Everyone turned to face him.

"What?" Astrid asked, confused.

"Want leave ice? Go home?" Taf clarified, to himself at least.

"Yes…" Astrid answered, not sure what Taf was thinking, but she gave him the benefit of the doubt. He had acted as their guide through the woods and the mountains, they owed him that much at least.

"Me know way," Taf said proudly, puffing his chest out.

"You know a way off Jotunheim? How?" Agvior spoke up.

"In cave! There split in rock. Go through, no come back," Taf said.

All of a sudden, a deafening, ear piercing screech echoed through the valley, causing everyone, including the dragons, to wince in pain at the sound.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"I don't care! Bring me my son! Send everyone if you have to!" Loki roared, kicking a kneeling servant as he strode through the halls of his palace. <em>What was Vrangr thinking<em>, Loki seethed. To challenge a force that he knew was trying to capture him, but to do so alone. And then to _lose_. It was unthinkable, impossible. Loki knew that Vrangr was second only to him in power within their army. It would take someone of the Allfather's power to subdue him. Judging by the damage to the mountains, someone of the Allfather's power did subdue him.

"Fenrir!" Loki barked. The wolf stood straight as he was addressed. "Take your sons and their brood and sniff them out. I want them found, now," Loki commanded. Fenrir bowed and ran off, shifting slightly into his lupine form as he let out a high pitched howl, summoning his sons Skoll and Hati. Despite his calm, easy going facade, inside, Fenrir was worried. Someone who could beat Vrangr? Even he would have a tough time against someone like that. His only reassurance was that Vrangr would have weakened his opponent significantly from their duel.

Loki turned to another servant. "Send for Morgan. Tell her to ready the riders and to give chase. Search the Lost Woods, they couldn't have gone far," he commanded.

His command wasn't needed. Deep in the bowels of the island, Morgan le Fay readied the human riders of Loki's army. They had sensed the great magics being worked to the south, and readied for battle in case it had been an enemy. In some way, it was. They had heard, as most on the island had, about Vrangr's capture. Loki was normally a quiet, calculating man, but when he was angry, he was not shy about letting others know of his displeasure.

Morgan mounted her dragon, a giant, sinuous, Screaming Death, and departed through the exit of the cavern at the bottom of Loki's isle. Several more dragons with riders atop them followed her, as they spread to the winds in search of their lost prince.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>"<em>Faster Stormfly! Faster!"<em> Astrid urged her dragon on. Their group, which now included Toothless and an unconscious Hiccup, flew south through the destroyed forest. It seemed that whatever Hiccup did, it unraveled the magic that interfered with the dragons' sense of direction, allowing them to fly overhead harmlessly. Looking down, Astrid could see a small bank of mist and a few stray creatures peering up at them.

Stormfly grunted. _"You try carrying this troll and see how fast you can fly,"_ Stormfly retorted. She and Gullhyrndr, Agvior's dragon, were carrying Taf through the sky, each dragon clutching one of the troll's massive arms in their claws. Behind them, Thor and his dragon, Duna, shot bolts of lightning at their pursuers. It was a giant, pale dragon, that had a sinuous body and evil, blood-red colored eyes. Its cry was ear piercing and painful beyond all belief. Agvior had informed her that it was a Screaming Death, a rare subspecies of Whispering Deaths.

Atop the Screaming Death was a woman with long, dark flowing hair. Her hands crackled with arcane energy as she continued to try to shoot them down. She was having little success, for she could not risk hurting Hiccup. With Thor's help, she was reduced to little more than following them, which was a problem in and of itself.

And she wasn't the only one following them. Below, three giant wolves chased after them, with a pack of much smaller wolves following them. It didn't take a genius to figure out who was leading them— Astrid had seen his form, at least partially, before. It was Fenrir. It was hard to tell from their height, but Astrid thought Fenrir was at least as large as Taf, if not larger, when he was in his full werewolf form. It was a terrifying thought, facing such a creature in battle.

Fenrir howled in rage, looking up at the dragons and seeing the unconscious form of Hiccup. Astrid cursed. She hoped that whatever Taf was leading them to actually helped them escape, or they would be captured. Astrid held no disillusions that Loki would treat them kindly for attempting to steal his son. While she herself might escape death, her friends certainly wouldn't.

Being able to fly, their travel time was sped up immensely. What took them days on foot took them minutes by dragonback. They were quickly approaching the cave where they had met Taf, which the troll insisted held the key to their escape.

Stormfly squawked in alarm as Taf began to flail about. "There!" Taf bellowed, pointing at a small cave entrance up the mountain from where they had camped. He was pointing with his big toe, which didn't really help much.

Astrid relayed the message to her friends. "When we get in there, Sigrid creates a wall of stone to seal us in. Agvior, make some plants that will buy us some time. The rest of you follow Taf and find the exit as soon as possible. We won't have a lot of time," Astrid instructed them. With nods of affirmation, the group of dragons dived for the cave. It was a tight fit for the larger dragons, like Toothless and Duna, but they managed. Taf immediately broke into a sprint upon being released, leading them.

Sigrid and Agvior quickly dismounted their dragons and ran behind the group, conjuring walls of stone and planting several species of flora that would be sure to hinder any who followed them. Sigrid made a few pitfalls under the plants where they couldn't be seen and cackled madly. She would have her revenge against this realm, even if it was a petty one.

The two of them rejoined their comrades in a large cavern with a vaulted ceiling. Unlike the other caverns they had seen within the mountain, this one appeared to be almost unnatural in its precision. As if someone had went to great lengths to carve it, very carefully. The only marring feature of the cavern was a large crack on the far wall, nearly seventy-five feet tall and twenty feet wide.

Taf buffed his chest out proudly. "Split in rock!" Taf declared with pride. "Leave, no come back," he added.

Astrid stood a few feet away from the crack, staring warily into it. The air around the crack was twisted and writhing, almost like it was a mirage. By the dim, magical conjured light, Astrid could see shapes forming in the distance where they waited for a few moments, before changing again.

Agvior stood next to Astrid, running his hands over the stone wall. He wiped the dust away, that had likely been resting there for thousands, if not tens of thousands, of years. He revealed a series of carvings, runes and glyphs, etched into the stone. Agvior hummed in thought as he ran his fingers over them, muttering under his breath as he tried to decipher their meaning.

"What do they say?" Auriel asked, genuinely interested. Other than Agvior, no one in their group shared a love for magic. Agni tried to feign interest, but she knew that he was only interested because it would help him with his cantrips and parlor tricks.

"They say—" Agvior was cut off by a loud, furious pounding sound, like flesh upon stone. The pounding was followed by an echoing crack as stone was undone. A furious, victorious howl echoed through the tunnel towards them.

"Fenrir," Astrid said.

"Need go," Taf reiterated, inching towards the crack. Astrid retrieved Hiccup's body and made to follow the troll.

"Wait!" Agvior cried, his eyes darting across the wall as if to make sure he was correct. He was. "We can't, it's dangerous. This is a rift, a portal between dimensions where the Veil is thinnest. It was forged by Galmann himself, and these carvings are the words of his followers," Agvior explained pointing to the wall with an expression of horror.

Astrid nodded and moved forward again. "Wait! Didn't you hear me?" Agvior cried, reaching out to stop her.

"Of course I did. That just means that this will really work. You're free to stay if you like, I'm sure Fenrir will deliver you to Loki— though you may be in several pieces when he does," Astrid deadpanned.

Agvior paled. Astrid turned her focus to the rift, peering into it and examining the images she saw. If Agvior was right, and using what little she knew of the Veil, then those images should be their destination. The sound of breaking stone and tearing wood echoed from behind them. It was getting closer.

Then Astrid saw it. A desert landscape that looked vaguely familiar. There was only one realm she knew of that had sands like that. Vanaheim, or Midgard. Either way, they were safe. "Come on!" Astrid cried, throwing Hiccup's body through the rift and jumping in after him. Taf, seeing that there was no longer a reason to stay, followed next. The troll was in no hurry to meet Fenrir either. Sigrid jumped in next, trusting Astrid. The other followed quickly after her, including the dragons. Agvior and Gullhyrndr were the last to follow.

As the two of them walked forward cautiously, the stone wall behind them shattered. A large, hulking creature loomed overhead. It was half man, half wolf, and all monster. It was easily twenty feet, perhaps twenty-five feet, in height, with bestial, lupine features. It was as comfortable on two legs as it was on four, and had an overall bipedal, humanoid figure. It was Fenrir, and his furious animalistic eyes zeroed in on Agvior immediately.

With a yelp, Agvior leapt into the rift, followed by his dragon. Fenrir's jaws snapped shut, nearly taking off the tail of Gullhyrndr. As the two leapt, they caught sight of a large white dragon with blood-red eyes in the tunnel. A woman ran in after Fenrir. A very clearly human woman. Agvior cursed as he beheld one of the traitors to the Order.

Fenrir ran forward, intending to follow after them through the rift. He ran on all fours, leaping into the rift after his prey. His vision went black, and then a landscape appeared before his eyes. It was of ice and mist, unbearably cold to the point where even his thick fur did not protect him. He was on Niflheim. Fenrir stood on his hind legs, looking about and sniffing. He did not see or smell any trace of his brother or his capturers. He howled in anger and displeasure.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid yelled in fright, despite steeling herself. Her vision went black, and then a sandy landscape of rolling dunes appeared in her eyes. She landed, head first, into a sand dune. She came up, coughing and sputtering as she tried to spit the sand from her mouth. A few feet away from her, Hiccup lay face down in the sand, still unconscious from the blow she had dealt him.<p>

Astrid looked up when she heard a panicked bellowing to see Taf falling from a rift in the sky, flailing madly. She quickly stood, tumbling across the dune to Hiccup where she moved him out of the way before Taf could crush the both of them. It was a good thing, too, for Stormfly and Toothless fell next, though the both of them managed to glide safely away instead of falling to the earth. Their pride was dragons would be damaged if they were to ever fall from the sky.

After a few more moments, the rest of the group joined her. Astrid had to help Sigrid, as the dwarf had landed in a spot of soft sand and sunk head first into the dune up to her ankles. Astrid pulled her out by her feet. Sigrid was sputtering and crying, sand in her eyes, and her face was red with anger. She stalked off to Hlif, muttering about tall folk and their idiocy and inconsideration for dwarf kind. Astrid giggled despite their situation.

They had done it.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

This is the last big fight for quite some time. The next one will be at the major battle for Ragnarok (but not __the__ Ragnarok).

The aftermath of Hiccup's capture will feature next chapter, where several more plotlines will be closed, and several more opened. We'll see a bit of how the other side (Asgard) wages war, what Astrid does with Hiccup, what is the cube Loki tried to steal, what weapon will Astrid wield now that her axe was destroyed and Allr'bani refuses to let herself be wielded by Astrid, what are the repercussions for using Yggdrasil's power, among other things.

The concept of rifts was inspired by the scene in Thor where Loki takes them to Svartalfheim by means of crashing into a stone wall of a mountain, or something to that effect. What rifts are, in actuality, are locations in the material dimensions where the Veil is thin, allowing the two to blend together and form a portal of sorts. There are many such rifts in the realms, though many of them have either been destroyed, hidden, or abandoned. They are a closely guarded secret by those who know of them, often being places of worship for cults that thought Galmann a god, or other groups performing dark rituals to some perceived deity. As seen in this chapter, they are often volatile and uncontrollable, taking people to wherever the magic of the rift deigns to send them, whether that be another realm, the same realm, under the sea, high in the sky, or in the middle of solid stone. Agvior's fear was well founded. Suddenly materialising in solid rock is not healthy for the body.

Morgan le Fay is the de facto leader of the human riders under Loki's command. She rides a Screaming Death, a nod to the reader who requested that the dragon play a part in the story. The human riders, in case you had forgotten, went rogue and left the Order of Dragon Knights, and joined Loki. Humans were often ostracized in the realms, as they were the least numerous of all the races and their culture was so vastly different to anything else in the realms. Humans did not live long lives, ordinarily, and as such there were many psychological problems associated with suddenly becoming so long lived. In addition, magic is rare in human society, and those who do have the gift for magic rarely are very strong— though there are a few notable exceptions to this rule.

Someone asked me about the Lost Woods (the forest Astrid and the gang traveled through) and I thought I would explain it here — the Lost Woods is a forest that was warped by the ambient energy of the Veil that emanated from the rift in the nearby mountains. The trees became sentient, in a way, and began to mutate to accommodate that sentience. They exude the acidic mist you saw in the previous chapter, and any who are caught by the mist for an extended period of time are warped into the creatures you saw, which vaguely resemble a creature of the Veil. The trees also are a natural disturber of magic, causing it to go awry and work in ways not intended, which is why the dragons got lost and Agni's magic didn't work properly.

Crimzon — there are no "bad guys" in this story. Loki and his family are simply one side in a war that was prophesied millennia ago. It's one of the morals of the story that I like to harp on. Loki may use underhanded tactics to accomplish his goals, but he isn't "evil," he has friends, a family, even his own twisted sense of honor. Likewise, Odin and Asgard has much the same, though their sense of honor prevents them from using the same tactics Loki is wont to use. The story is quite a ways from being finished.

Guest — it was the opposite. A good way to remember is that the Marvel films are _incorrect_. Laufey is Loki's mother, while Farbauti is Loki's father. His name, Loki Laufeyson, is matronymic because in Old Norse it rhymes better (the Norse people were, if nothing else, great poets).

Guest — I am not Romanian.

As always, thanks for reading and I hope you guys enjoyed this chapter. Please leave a review if you have time.

- Musica


	42. Traitors

**Chapter 42: Traitors**

_by Code Musica_

**A/N:** Moderately important author's note this update that explains some of my choices for how the last chapter went. Read if you like.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup groaned as the first tendrils of consciousness began to awaken within him. His whole body felt lethargic and heavy. He felt like he usually did after one of his training sessions with his father: utterly exhausted. He couldn't even open his eyes, so he just lay there, wherever "there" was.<p>

Curious, Hiccup opened his eyes. He was in a room made of stone. It was unremarkable in every way, giving him no clue as to where he was. "What the…" Hiccup muttered. Then the memories came rushing back. Astrid. Jotunheim. Captured.

With great effort, Hiccup sat up. He was laying the poorest excuse of a bed he had ever seen. It was little more than a rickety cot, a worn pillow that was stained with grease and filth, and a threadbare cloth that was as thin as silk and was only large enough to cover his torso. The only other thing in the room was a small wooden bucket that reeked of urine and excrement; his bathroom, no doubt.

It was not a style of living that Hiccup, who lived as a prince, was accustomed to. His cell, for that was what it was, was no larger than ten feet by ten feet. On the wall opposite of his bed was a large mithril door. There were two holes in it, one at eye level with four bars that allowed his jailors to look in, and a slot with a sliding opening that they would use to give him food or water, if he got any.

Hiccup swung his legs over his cot and gingerly walked over to the door. His entire body felt sore, even the soles of his feet. Leaning against the cold metal for support, Hiccup peered through the bars and looked around. It was dark outside his cell, with only a single candle to illuminate the hall. He couldn't see anything other than a few cells illuminated by the light of the candle. But he could _smell_. His prison smelled of sweat, urine, and excrement, with slight undertones of death and decay. But more prominent was the smell of fear. The fear of men condemned to fates worth than death.

"What you lookin' at?" a voice growled, startling Hiccup, though he didn't show it. A large, brutish looking man stood in his blind spot near the door. Hiccup slowly turned his gaze to the man, the look in his eyes hard and cold.

The man, his jailer, Hiccup assumed, scowled and spat through the bars, his saliva sliding down Hiccup's cheek. Hiccup saw red, and called forth his magic to immolate the man from the inside out for his audacity.

Nothing happened. Hiccup tried again. Nothing happened, again. Panic began to course through his veins. The jailer laughed. "Not so tough now, are ye?" he spat, taking the look of intense anger, followed by confusion, to mean that he had tried to get revenge on him. "Here," the jailer said gruffly, opening the slot in the door and setting a tray on it.

Hiccup looked down at his meager excuse for a meal. A small bowl of broth, that looked more like dirty water than soup, and a hunk of bread that appeared to have been half eaten by rodents. Hiccup sneered. "As if I would eat this shit," he spat.

The guard smirked, and then shoved the tray into his cell, causing the broth to spill onto the stone floor and the bread to fly into the corner near his waste bucket. Hiccup chuckled darkly under his breath. "When I get out of here, your death will be legend," he threatened the jailer icily.

To his credit, the jailer didn't show his fear that he felt. He knew full well who he was guarding, and he knew full well that if he ever did escape, he and everyone associated with Hiccup's capture would die a most painful, slow death. The jailer turned and picked up the candle illuminating the hall, stalking off into the darkness to make his rounds. As he left, there was a moan of displeasure from nearby cells.

"Well, at least I have company," Hiccup said sarcastically, walking back to his cot and sitting down. Turning his thoughts inward, he focussed in his most immediate concern: his inability to use magic. He reached within himself, examining his magical core. It was fine, and had nearly fully recovered from his battle with Astrid. Next, he felt the three connections that tethered him to his most important worldly beings: Astrid, Toothless, and Allr'bani. Through their soul bond, Hiccup could sense that Astrid was on the same realm as him, though she was not close enough to communicate with. Not that he wanted to talk to her right now, anyway.

Toothless' connection was more vague, but Hiccup got the general sensation that his dragon was safe and not on the same realm as him. That was good. That meant Astrid had been unable to capture Toothless. Hopefully he stayed with his father, so that he could help rescue him.

His connection to Allr'bani was the hardest of all to discern. Foremost, his connection to her was less stable than his connection to Astrid or Toothless. Coupled with the fact that he had little experience in sensing their connection, it made discerning where Allr'bani was difficult. He trusted that the enchantments on her would make it impossible for anyone but him or Astrid to wield her, even more so now that she was sentient. That meant one of two things: either his daughter was resting on the ruins of the mountain he had destroyed, or she was with Astrid. Hiccup sensed a feeling of anger and heat coming from the connection, so he assumed it was the latter.

Sighing, Hiccup opened his eyes and scratched the back of his head. For the first time in quite a long time, he was unsure of what to do. That was when he noticed he was wearing something different than what he had worn during his battle with Astrid. Hiccup stood and examined his attire. It was a single piece of cloth, from what he could tell in the darkness of his cell. It encompassed his entire body, except for his head. Even his hands and feet were enclosed. Hiccup ran a hand down his chest, feeling the slight change in texture, as if the garment was a thin strip of cloth wrapped around him endlessly.

He hooked a finger in one of the strips and dug in with moderate success. He tugged, trying to remove the garment. It didn't budge. Hiccup tried again, putting more strength into it this time and using all of his fingers. The cloth moved a bit this time, enough for him to feel his bare chest. _Now that's odd…_ Hiccup thought. He could have sworn he was wearing a tunic. That meant either he had been stripped and bound, or that his bindings had somehow absorbed his clothing. He didn't know if his clothes would return once his bindings were removed, but he hoped so. He felt strangely exposed knowing he was wearing nothing underneath.

Turning his thoughts back to the problem at hand, Hiccup made several theories about why he couldn't use magic. One— his prison, wherever it was, was built on a place that disturbed or suppressed magic. There were a few such locations among the realms, but he didn't know of any prison built upon them. Two— he had been poisoned, given a drug that suppressed his magic. Three— his bindings, whatever they were, suppressed his magic.

Hiccup wasn't sure which one was correct, but his belief was in theory two. That meant that he couldn't eat or drink anything given to him, for fear that it would contain the poison. It also meant he could test his theory. If, after enough time, he began to regain control of his magic, it meant that the food was poisoned. If not, it was either the location of the prison or his bindings. In the meantime, he would attempt to discern which of the two was correct.

Hiccup sighed and walked over to the waste bucket to relieve himself. He was relieved to find that his bindings allowed him that much freedom, at least. He frowned when the bucket magiced away the waste. He had been planning on throwing the bucket's contents at his jailer through the bars of his cell.

Bored, Hiccup began to pace as he thought about all that he had learned. For the moment, he was utterly trapped. He would try to free himself, but he was depending on rescue more than anything. Suddenly, Hiccup had an idea. He returned to his bed and sat down, resting his back against the cool stone. He sighed in relief that the cold gave him and felt the comfort of his icy heritage in his veins. Closing his eyes, he turned his mind inwards.

He almost wanted to yell in triumph when he found that he was able to enter his own mindscape. That meant that he had something to do while he wasted away his days: train. He would hone his already lethal skills in the mind arts to levels that had not been seen in an age. When, and not if, when, he was released, he would be able to control the minds of lesser men with a mere thought, on a whim. But, there was a secondary reason to his happiness. No doubt he would be interrogated, and soon. When his tormentors came to extract his secrets, they would attempt to enter his mind. That would be their undoing. He would make his mind into the most deadly of labyrinths. Any who dared to enter would quickly find their sanity shattered.

And so, Hiccup laid the first stone of his labyrinth and began to build.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>It was almost three weeks later when they came for him. It had been a boring three weeks, with only the pleasure of tormenting his jailer to break the monotony. Eight very imperious looking guards, dressed in formal royal attire and armed with pikes, came to fetch Hiccup one afternoon. Hiccup had sneered at his jailer as they marched him down the halls, to wherever they were taking him. He had managed, on several occasions, to save what meager food they gave him and throw it back in the jailer's face.<p>

Eventually, the jailer had actually begged him to stop. Pleaded with him. It gave Hiccup no end of pleasure. The jailer had, apparently, been reprimanded for his prisoner's improper care. Hiccup hadn't eaten or drunk anything since his imprisonment, as he had sworn to do. The hunger had been unbearable at first, but after the first week, it no longer bothered him. What did bother him was the thirst. That never went away, and every time that dirty broth was shoved into his cell, Hiccup was tempted to drink it. But he didn't, because that was most likely where the poison was.

It hadn't been quite long enough to rule out poison, but it was close, and Hiccup felt he had no more control over his magic than he did at the start of his imprisonment. He would wait another week, a full month, and if he wasn't better by then, he would eat something. Or maybe not, just to spite his jailer.

Hiccup growled when one of the guards prodded him with his pike. He noticed that his guards were steadily leading him upwards, which meant that his prison was underground. That, or he was being taken to the upper floors of the prison for his interrogation, which didn't make much sense. As they climbed higher and higher, the prison went from being a prison to, well, not being a prison. Ever so slowly the crude stone walls and floors faded to fine white marble. The doors were no longer mithril with bars, but made of a luxurious red wood. A red carpet with gold trim led the way, which Hiccup found odd.

Such opulence was not found in a prison. The growing number of guards made him nervous. Hiccup began to suspect he was not being taken to be interrogated. One of the guards chuckled at the look of hesitation on Hiccup's face. "Now you realize how much trouble you're in, Betrayer. I hope they make your death painful and slow," the guard spat.

Hiccup felt the first tendrils of cold fear spread in his chest. It was then replaced by a calm acceptance. If this was to be his end, then it would be an end worthy of a son of Loki. The hallway they were in straitened, and led to a large set of doors at the end with two guards on either side. Hiccup stood straighter, steadying his gait, puffing his chest out and setting his shoulders back, and raised his head high. A son of Loki would not be seen walking to his death frightened and meek.

The guards, who had been snickering at their comrades jeer, fell silent. Even after being imprisoned for nearly a month, Hiccup still held a powerful, princely aura about him. He exuded confidence, and that made the guards falter instinctively.

The guards near the door, at their approach, opened the doors for them to pass through. Hiccup winced ever so slightly at the sudden burst of light, but quickly schooled his features. The guards prodded him with their pikes, and Hiccup set forward. He entered into a large room, which he quickly identified as a courtroom. Row upon row of long pews sat on either side of him. Each were filled with powerful and important people from every realm. Hiccup could see, near the middle, Astrid and his friends. He ignored them. Not one of them had come to see him, though he realized it was possible that he had not been allowed visitors. Still, it hurt. He also hadn't quite forgiven Astrid for the beating she had given him.

Astrid paled and whimpered at the sight of Hiccup. His hair was unkempt and greasy, and his cheeks were sunken, exposing his cheekbones clearly. Large dark circles hung under his eyes, as if he had not slept properly in weeks. His pallor has become even more extreme, if such a thing were possible. He looked like a walking corpse. And yet, there was a nobility to him that could not be denied. He held himself like a prince, as if nothing in the world could touch him. Sigrid gripped her hand, in an attempt to provide some small measure of comfort to her friend.

Hiccup could see several large communication crystals floating in the air near the ceiling. So, they were recording, and presumably broadcasting, what was to be his "trial." It was a clever piece of propaganda to be sure. A son of Loki, one of his greatest warriors and generals, captured and brought to justice. It would give them a much needed boost to morale.

The eight guards became two as they guided Hiccup into a large circular pattern at the front of the room. When Hiccup set foot within the circle, it flared to life, and four chains reached out and bound his feet and hands. The guards returned to their post.

Hiccup looked up. Before him was a tribunal, seated behind a tall, wide lectern. Standing behind the lectern was a series of familiar faces. Odin Allfather, Frode, Grandmaster of the Order, Forseti, and Tyr, who had somehow survived the events of the Grand Magic Games. Also presiding over him were Ragnarr, which came as a surprise to Hiccup, and an unknown elf whom Hiccup had guessed was sitting in for Auriel due to her inexperience. Next to Ragnarr sat Njord, King of Vanaheim. Hiccup then made the connection. Ragnarr had been crowned king of the dwarves, making him the next Konungr.

It was an impressive gathering of judges, Hiccup thought.

Odin cleared his throat, silencing the room. "Vrangr Lokison, formerly of the Order of Dragon Knights, you are hereby charged with war crimes against the citizens of the realms, including, but not limited to: regicide, espionage, sedition, genocide, the murder of innocent civilians, the murder of surrendered prisoners of war, and unlawful wanton destruction of property. How do you plead?" Odin intoned for all to hear.

Astrid paled at the long list of offences charged against him, but her fear was kept in check by the assurance that Hiccup would not be put to death for his crimes.

Hiccup seemed to consider his reply in a manner that suggested he was not being entirely serious. After a few moments he leaned forward, as if to whisper, though his voice was loud and clear. "Guilty," he said with a cruel smirk.

Ragnarr slumped in his seat, as if finally believing what his friend and savior had been accused of. Odin shared a quick glance at the rest of the judges before nodding and turning his gaze back to Hiccup. "For you crimes," Odin intoned officially, tapping the butt of Gungnir on the floor.

Everyone in the room waited on bated breath for the verdict.

"I sentence you to die," Odin finished.

Astrid's heart stopped.

"What!" Agvior exclaimed, almost jumping from his seat next to Astrid. He had been assured his pupil would be spared the executioner's axe when he spoke to the Allfather. The others had similar reactions.

"Do you have any last words?" Odin asked Hiccup, looking down at him over his nose.

Hiccup sneered. If this was to be his end, it would be one worthy of applause. "You people think we are disturbing the peace? That we are going against the normal?" Hiccup asked everyone in the room, letting his question hang, unanswered.

"Then I tell you this: normal is an illusion. What is normal for the spider, is chaos for the fly. We are the spiders, and you, the flies," he finished icily.

The gathered crowd erupted into jeers and angry shouts at his words. Odin tapped the butt of Gungnir on the floor again, eliciting an echoing thud that silenced them. He then raised his spear, pointing it at the ground near Hiccup, and shot a bolt of golden energy into the stone.

The circle that Hiccup stood in began to glow eerily. A set of six circles of runic glyphs glowed around Hiccup. The glow subsided as six worn metal collars appeared, chained to the stone itself, where the magical circle still glowed. Then, slowly, the collars began to rise and float above the floor.

To everyone in the room, that was all they saw. However, for four people, there was more to see. Hiccup, Astrid, Odin, and Frode, as the only Seers present, saw what the collars contained: guardians of the Realm Eternal, bound and chained in the material world to act as executioners.

The room grew frigid as the guardians glided around Hiccup menacingly. Frost began to form on the stone floor where Hiccup was standing, spreading outwards. Hiccup's heart beat erratically in his chest. He couldn't run from the guardians, and he couldn't fight them. He still remembered the icy touch of their rotting flesh, sapping the life from his body. The guardians, cloaked in misty darkness, circled him, as if trying to decide how they would end his life. Hiccup could just barely see the rotting corpses underneath.

Astrid stood and was about to jump to Hiccup's rescue, heedless of the consequences, when Auriel gripped her by the shoulder. Her grip was painfully tight, causing Astrid to hiss in pain. "Think of what the Allfather would do to you for this betrayal, Astrid," Auriel hissed. "Wait," she added, nodding to Hiccup and what he was now doing.

It was Auriel's words that triggered a thought in Astrid's mind. It was Hiccup's own words, or rather, the Dreyri Tome's words._ "They will betray you. Arm yourself, for no one else will be there to save you,"_ the book had told her.

Hiccup _knew_. He knew that this would happen. The sudden realization hit Astrid hard. How? How had he known? Was it a vision? How much did he see? _Oh god,_ Astrid thought, her heart beating wildly in her chest. _"... for no one else will be there to save you," _Astrid whispered. No one? What about Hiccup? He would always be there for her. If he wasn't… that meant he was dead? Did he foresee his death?

A sickening thought crossed her mind. Did he know that Astrid would be the one to capture him? To bring him to his death? Was that why he fought her until the end, instead of running? Or, maybe, he didn't see Astrid capturing him. Only that he would be brought before Odin and killed. The Tome was his gift to her in the event of his death. Astrid was only vaguely aware of what Hiccup was doing due to her mental and emotional turmoil.

A guardian had floated down to Hiccup, reaching out with one hand as if to caress his cheek. Hiccup stared at the creature's hooded face, where its eyes would have been had it been a flesh and blood monster. His stare was icy and piercing, as if he was cutting down the guardian with a mere look. Ever so faintly, his eyes glowed with energy. It was only visible to the guardian.

"I have seen the depths of your creator's power, creature, and I have overcome it," Hiccup hissed. The glow in his eyes intensified. "Do not test me," he threatened menacingly in a whisper. His heart beat erratically. This was as far as he had been able to see in his vision. He saw that he would be, somehow, captured and brought before Odin and sentenced to die. He saw Odin summon the guardians to be his executioners, and his vision ended before he either died, or was freed. Now was the time to see the end of his vision. He only hoped that he could intimidate such a lesser being.

The guardian continued to reach out, opening its hand as if to caress his cheek. Hiccup's glare continued to pierce the creature, all the while his heart beat louder and louder. He was fearful that the guardian could hear it and would call his bluff. Just before the guardian's rotting fingers touched him, the creature hesitated, examining Hiccup thoughtfully. The entire room grew silent as they waited for Hiccup's death to come. After a few minutes, the guardian's hand inched forward.

It was no more than a hair's breadth away when the guardian recalled his hand, losing its nerve at the last second. Hiccup felt like his heart was about to give out and it took every ounce of his will to prevent letting out a relieved sigh. The guardian wailed to its comrades before they all disappeared, fading away to nothing. The collars around their necks fell to the stone floor, clanking loudly.

There was only silence.

Hiccup grinned triumphantly, not bothering to hide his pleasure. He also decided that it would be he who spoke first. "If you want to kill me," Hiccup said, drawing the attention of the room. "You'll have to dirty your own hands, Allfather," he finished with a pleased smirk.

Odin raised his spear, pointing it at Hiccup's chest. To his credit, Hiccup's smirk didn't falter, though his lips quivered ever so faintly. He was dearly hoping that the king wouldn't lower himself to being the executioner. Arcane energy crackled along the shaft of Gungnir as Odin prepared to strike Hiccup down.

The attack never came. Odin eyed Hiccup curiously as the energy continued to crackle ominously. After a minute, the energy dissipated and Odin lowered his spear. Everyone waited on bated breath to hear the Allfather's verdict. Astrid was about to leap up and steal Hiccup away. Only Sigrid's and Auriel's combined efforts kept her in her seat.

"You will be publicly executed in three months time," Odin intoned, looking directly at the communication crystals that were broadcasting the trial to those interested. It was a message. A message to Loki. A challenge.

Across time and space, Loki the Betrayer was watching the trial, seething with anger. At his father's proclamation, he lost the tiniest fraction of control over his magic. The stone floors and walls of his palace cracked, and panes of glass shattered.

"That is all. Dismissed," Odin commanded, nodding towards the guards that had brought Hiccup to his trial. They grabbed Hiccup by his arms and began to drag him away. As they did, Hiccup looked directly into one of the communication crystals and gave it a wry, boyish grin. It was a message for his family, that he had yet to be broken.

Odin watched his prisoner leave with a dark stare. He caught the very subtle message sent to Loki.

He would have to remedy that.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup sighed, bored, as he spent the next week staring at the wall of his cell. He had been practicing his mental exercises and meditating for over a month, and was quickly boring of them. He had made significant progress, but that was no surprise. If he really set his mind to something, he accomplished it.<p>

It was just that it was refining something he already knew. Like a master smith, honing the edge of a blade to a fine finish. Hiccup was sure he could defend himself against anyone, even the Allfather.

Hiccup was drawn from his reverie by the door of his cell opening. A host of guards marched in, weapons drawn and pointed at him. "On your feet, dog," one of the guards barked. Hiccup made no move to stand from his cot. His defiance earned him a strike across the face by one of the guard's pikes. Two guards sheathed their swords and moved to drag him out of his cell.

Hiccup didn't fight them. He watched with interest as they took him to a part of his prison that he had yet to visit. Instead of going up, like for his trial, they were going down. Down never boded well.

His worries were proven correct as the guards dragged him into a room. It was made entirely of metal, no stone. It was larger than a cell, perhaps thirty feet squared. A table sat in the middle of the room, also made of metal. It was perhaps four feet in height, and just large enough for a man to be laid on, which was clearly its use, as the table had straps for the head, arms, body, and legs. On the floor, a large metal grate sat. Hiccup had no disillusions: the grate was so it was easier to wash away the blood after they were finished.

The guards strapped him to the table in a quick, mechanical fashion, as if they had done so many times before. As he lay on the table, Hiccup couldn't help but feel the icy claws of fear begin to grip him. He had expected torture, desired it, perhaps. He would prove his undying loyalty to his father by not saying a word, no matter the pain they put him through. It was one thing to say he was willing to suffer to keep his secrets. It was another entirely to actually suffer.

For ten minutes, Hiccup lay in the room, waiting for the inevitable. He realised they were playing with him, trying to break his mind. He smirked. How pointless.

After thirty minutes, his tormentor walked in. Hiccup's breath caught in his chest as the King of Asgard himself stood in the doorway. It seemed the Allfather thought him important enough to dirty his hands after all.

Odin conjured a chair from nothing, sitting down with a heavy sigh beside Hiccup. After a while, Odin spoke. "I don't suppose you will make this easy on yourself?" Odin asked.

Hiccup shook his head, not trusting his voice to not crack. "A shame," the Allfather said. "You will find that when I wish for someone to speak, they are sorely tempted to do so," he added.

Hiccup swallowed his fear as discreetly as possible. No fear, no doubt. That was the key. For another few minutes, Odin just sat there quietly, staring at Hiccup's face. To Hiccup's credit, he stared right back.

Odin sighed. "It is remarkable that you and he are not blood relations," Odin began. "You have the same eyes. In another life, perhaps, you could have been my grandson."

Hiccup remained silent. "It was those eyes that made me spare him as a child, you know? When we brought the frost giants low, and I stood over their previous king's body, Loki's grandfather, that was when I found him. Farbauti," Odin scowled, "had abandoned his son, left him to die with the rest of the royal family while he fled to save his own skin."

Hiccup remained quiet, but listened intently. He knew very little about his father's origins, and it did interest him. "I found Loki there, a mere babe, crying in his crib. He was a bastard, that much was obvious. The horrid crossbreed between Aesir and Jotun. I couldn't let such an abomination live. I raised my spear, ready to strike the infant down," Odin said quietly.

"And then he opened his eyes. Even as a babe, they were the same as yours are now. Beautiful, emerald green. I saw innocence in them, the innocence of a life not touched by war. By evil. I couldn't kill him," Odin stated firmly. Hiccup could relate to the sentiment. He had seen much the same with Toothless when he stood over him with his dagger. He thanked whatever powers may be that he did not kill the Night Fury that day.

"So I took him, raised him as my adopted son. He was only a few months younger than Thor. It was a few months after I had returned with him that I learned of his name. Loki, the Herald of Ragnarok, the end of our world…" Odin trailed off sadly.

After a few minutes of silence, Odin spoke again. "Do you think he loved you?" Odin asked Hiccup. "I thought he loved me once. Then he killed my son, Baldr. And for what? Because he had taken liberties with a girl had had fancied? He was a prince of Asgard, he could have had any woman he wanted. Then he comes to me, acting as if he was a hero, defending the girl's virtue, and dares to ask a boon for his deed?" Odin growled, growing angrier and angrier as the story went on.

"That is not love," Odin said, shaking his head.

Hiccup sneered. "Sigyn was the only one who saw Loki for what he truly was, not for what the prophecy foretold him to be. She was his light in the darkness, the only thing keeping him from becoming the one thing you feared most," he spat.

"And for his_ crimes_," Hiccup growled, spitting the last word. "You cursed Sigyn to sleep for all eternity, dreaming of the end of days led by the hands of Loki. You are the foulest wretch to walk this realm!" Hiccup roared, straining against his restraints. He was livid. How dare a father treat his son as such?

Odin had the audacity to chuckle. Hiccup's eyes bulged and he saw red. He tried, in vain, to summon forth his magic and destroy the Allfather then and there. Nothing happened. "Is that what he told you, boy?" Odin asked.

Odin leaned forward, waiting for his answer. When it didn't come, he scoffed. "I didn't curse her, boy. I killed her. Is that the lie he fed you? That I sentenced his love to a fate worse than death? I am not a cruel man, normally, but I am not a tolerant one either. Sigyn was responsible, ultimately, for the death of my son. She corrupted Loki, and for her crimes, she forfeited her life," Odin explained sardonically.

Hiccup's mind rushed back to the one time Loki had taken him to the stronghold that housed Sigyn and all his research on curing her. He examined his memories of her, her unnatural stillness, almost tranquil in nature. She looked to be sleeping peacefully, not suffering terrible nightmares. At the time, he had thought Loki to be relieving her of that pain while he worked on a way to cure her.

Now, he knew differently. She looked to be sleeping peacefully because she was. She was dead. Sigyn was dead. Loki was not trying to cure her, he was trying to resurrect her. His human experiments were not on how to undo damage to the mind and body, but how to create a new one entirely.

And then Hiccup's rage came roaring back to life, stronger than ever. No, what Odin had done was much, much crueler. He separated two lovers for all eternity. Hiccup imagined himself in Loki's place, with Astrid the one who was dead. The thought only served to increase his rage, until the fires in his heart seemed to be real flames that ate at him. He was burning from the inside out. "When we win this war," Hiccup spat, speaking furiously. "The people will not dare to even_ think_ of your death, let alone speak of it. I will inflict upon you a pain so great that it will be etched into your very soul! You will be reborn into the next life in anguish, suffering for all eternity for what you have done!"

Hiccup took a breath to continue his tirade, but found he was unable to speak. Odin had conjured a gag to prevent him from continuing. "You are overly fond of speaking," Odin replied as he stood from his chair, which disappeared in a flash of gold light.

Odin walked to the side of the table where Hiccup lay, looming over him. "I have been informed that my errant son has been creating abominations in his spare time," Odin informed him. Hiccup sent him a glare that would have made a weaker man drop dead in fear. No one spoke about his siblings like that. "I have also been informed that you are one such abomination. They say your body does not die, that the flesh knits itself back together, that bones regrow within minutes."

Hiccup struggled against his bonds. He would strangle the Allfather with his bare hands. "You will tell me what I want to know, Vrangr. I guarantee it. We have three long, agonizing months ahead of us. Either you tell me what I wish to know, or when your father comes to save you from your execution," Odin said, explaining his trap. Hiccup's eyes widened in fear. Loki couldn't come. Not for him. His life wasn't worth risking his. "I will kill him," he finished.

"Now, tell me. Where is your stronghold located? What is Loki planning next? Who are his greatest generals and trusted advisors?" Odin asked, as he removed the gag from Hiccup.

Hiccup violently spat a large glob of saliva and snot into the Allfather's face. He smirked victoriously. Odin magiced away the spit and sighed wearily before replacing the gag. "I suggest you be careful, Vrangr. My patience is not without limits," Odin warned, drawing a small dagger from within his robes. It was barely the size of a kitchen knife, but as he swung it through the air, making small practice slices, Hiccup could hear the wind hiss as it was split by the blade. It was razor sharp.

"Let us see if the rumors of your abomination is true. Does your regeneration have a limit?" Odin asked curiously, looking down at Hiccup. Hiccup's heart beat frantically.

"Rest assured, if it does, we will find it in the next three months," Odin said, as he brought the blade down upon Hiccup's face and began to carve.

Hiccup screamed.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid sat in a crowded tavern in one of the poorer districts of Asgard, aptly known as <em>The Red Dragon<em>. Its name was a simple one. There was a small, crimson Terror that visited the tavern every night, drinking its fill with the best of men. Sigrid was currently engaging in a drinking contest with said dragon, draining a large tankard of ale in one gulp. The dragon took its tankard between its jaws and did the same.

Normally, Astrid would have laughed. Today, however, was not a normal day. Hiccup was sentenced to die in three months time. Three months. Then they would be separated, for as long as Astrid chose to live. Their soul bond would reunite them in death, but that comforted her little. She wanted Hiccup, for now and forever. Not in death, in life. The Dreyri Tome's words kept echoing in her mind._ "They will betray you…" _

Astrid winced as she felt an unnatural, sharp pain in her left eye. She hissed in pain and held her face with her hand for a few moments before the sensation faded. Astrid did a quick examination of herself and found that she was fine. It must have been a residual effect of the soul bond. Maybe Hiccup just got into a fight with another prisoner and earned himself a black eye. Trouble seemed to wait around every corner for him. Astrid didn't doubt it.

That was when she made up her mind. If they would betray her, she would betray them. Astrid couldn't let them kill Hiccup. She _wouldn't_ let them. She had her newfound strength, she had Stormfly, and she had Toothless. Together, the three of them could break him out of his prison and flee back to Midgard, where they would be safe.

Astrid took heart in the knowledge that Loki wouldn't let Hiccup die so easily, either. Whatever kind of relationship he and Hiccup had, Hiccup was, if nothing else, his most deadly sword. Loki wouldn't let him go without a fight. _Therefore, an enemy of my enemy is my friend,_ Astrid thought. If she needed help, she could go to Loki.

Astrid winced again as she felt the same sharp, stinging sensation. This time, it was in her right eye. She grimaced and grit her teeth. Whatever brawl Hiccup was in must have been serious for his pain to be sensed by her from so far away.

Later that night, when she and her friends retired for the evening, Astrid gathered the group around and began to weave wards of privacy and secret keeping around their room. Most were too inebriated to help her, even Agvior. The old elf had taken the knowledge of Odin's betrayal of him rather hard. Astrid suspected Agvior had quite the soft spot for his errant pupil. Hiccup wasn't quite as alone as he thought.

Sigrid was giggling drunkenly and trying to undo Astrid's belt buckle the entire time she was casting spells. Astrid swatted her away and gave her a cold, stern look. Sigrid giggled to herself, rolling around on the floor. In her drunken stupor, it was the funniest thing she had ever done. When Astrid was finished, she ushered them close and gave them a dark, serious look that told them she wasn't joking around. After a few moments, they quieted down and listened.

"I don't expect your help, nor am I asking for it," Astrid began. "I know some of you may even reject what I am about to propose, and I do not fault you for it," she said, looking at both Auriel and Thor. Auriel had lost her mother and father— though she didn't know it— to Hiccup, or rather, Loki. She wouldn't blame her friend for not helping him. For Thor, he would have to go against his father, possibly losing his title as prince. He was to be king, and he had duties that were more important to attend to than rescuing Hiccup.

"The alliance has betrayed Hiccup and I, and I will not let him die. I intend to answer betrayal for betrayal, and rescue Hiccup. I'll do it myself if I have to, but I thought you all should know. I won't hold it against you if you decide you don't want to help, all that I ask is you remain silent," Astrid said.

Instantly, Sigrid jumped up and stomped her foot, tugging at her chin as if she had a beard. "I'm with you two until the end," she drunkenly declared, quite loudly. Astrid was thankful she had put up silencing spells.

Agvior stood up next. "I was going to rescue him myself," the old elf stated with resolve. "It seems I shall be accompanying you on another adventure," he said with a smile and a nod.

Auriel and Thor remained pensive and silent. Agni looked to Auriel to see what she would do, but when it became clear she was not close to deciding, he stood and proclaimed, in a thick Vanir accent. "To abandon a friend in a time of need? Zis is not the way of ze Vanir!" Agni said resolutely, a small puff of black smoke coming out of his nose as his magic reacted to his passion.

Astrid smiled. Three out of five was pretty good. She was surprised as Thor set Mjolnir down on the table between them. "I do not agree with how my father is conducting this war. Loki is my brother, and Hiccup is my friend, and in some small way, my nephew. I will not let him die, even if I draw my father's wrath," Thor said regally, every bit the prince, and future king, he was. Mjolnir crackled with energy, as if responding to its wielder's declaration.

Auriel remained silent and pensive. Astrid was afraid she would decline, and she couldn't blame her. "I…" Auriel said, in a strangle voice. "I will help you. I need to know why… why he did all the things he did. I cannot ask those questions of his corpse. And… I still care for him. I will help you," she stuttered out. It was her first real decision in her life. She was sheltered as a princess, and a figurehead of a queen. She was taking control of her life for the first time.

Astrid flashed them a brilliant smile. "Traitors," she said, raising a tankard to toast.

"Traitors," the others confirmed, raising their tankards. The six of them took a long drink to seal their pact.

They had captured Hiccup and handed him over to Asgard.

Now, they had to steal him back.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Hey guys! New chapter. I quite liked this one, as it explained a lot of background information that we previously didn't know, and we also get to see how the "other side" conducts war. How will Astrid react when she learns of Hiccup's treatment?

That brings us to the big revelations: Loki's origins and past, and why he left Asgard to fulfil his role as the destroyer of worlds. I've taken some creative liberties in the story of how Baldr died, which is considered to be the first step towards Ragnarok. Baldr was the fairest and most beautiful of all men, and the son of Odin. I have imagined him as sort of Odin's second favorite son, after Thor. Baldr was one of Loki's childhood tormentors, and as he grew up, used his beauty to become quite the notorious womanizer. One day, he set out to hurt Loki. Really hurt him. How did he? By taking Sigyn, his one friend, and beloved. Loki took his vengeance on Baldr by forging a spear of mistletoe (the only thing in existence that could wound him) and tricked his blind brother, Hodr, into impaling him with the spear. Of course, the killing of a prince of Asgard is no small thing. When Loki was brought before Odin, he thought himself a hero for defending his friend's virtue. Odin didn't see it that way, and killed Sigyn in punishment. The rest is, as they say, history.

We also see a bit of Odin's character, and how he isn't quite as holier than thou as people would believe. I hope that as the story progresses, people are torn about which side to support in the war.

Mtack — you're right, there is a power creep as the story moves on. But, I don't think it is necessarily a bad one. These people were _gods _with powers that defied imagination. A battle between two gods? Not a small affair. Hiccup, Astrid, Loki, Odin, and Frode (and others, possibly, such as Thor using Mjolnir to its fullest potential, like Hiccup and Allr'bani) are all on what I would imagine is the top tier of power in my universe. They are not without equal, and their powers can be countered. When people first saw how the Veil worked, they called it overpowered. Now? Yggdrasil's energy is overpowered. Checks and balances. The "strategy" comes into play when two forces led by two of these individuals clash. Obviously, if Hiccup were to face an army he could simply call forth a Veil Titan and wipe them out. To stop that from happening, an equal but opposite force is required to stop him. The two would wage their own battle, allowing their men to fight on their behalf to decide the fate of the war. Does that make sense? I hope it does. Fear not, the strategy element will return in short order.

Guest referring to how Astrid survived — it was a combination of Allr'bani purposely not killing her, and Yggdrasil's "energy armor" (see the part with the lizard) protecting her (note that her luminance was diminished after the attack, it was somewhat effective). Also, the attack cut a swathe through the forest, allowing them to escape. Hiccup didn't_ really _want to kill Astrid. He loves her, after all.

Guest referring to Odin's intentions — Odin had every confidence that the team would overcome the hydra, especially because Thor was there (I'm planning some awesome shit for Thor, later on). It was a high handed move to test Hiccup, to see if he was really who he thought he was (an agent of Loki). Hiccup debunked that theory, temporarily, because although he is the adopted son of Loki, he is still Hiccup.

Guest referring to Hiccup becoming "unbeatable" — No, Hiccup will not become unbeatable. He also won't learn how to use Yggdrasil's power for some time, perhaps not until the sequel. Yggdrasil's power is, essentially, in its most simple form, a powerful form of enhancement magic. In the same way that Astrid could use the Veil with enough training, Hiccup too can learn to use Yggdrasil's power, but, at the same time, he will never be as good with it as Astrid, and Astrid will never be as good with the Veil as Hiccup. They are polar opposites, in a way, that will take much time and training to master. Think of it as trying to both look left and right at the same time. In addition, there are several more beings that are more powerful than Hiccup, like the Norns and other kinds of Disir, as well as beings from parallel realities, and creatures that dwell in the Veil. I hope that answers your question. I'm sort of setting things up for the sequel, and for that, there needs to be enemies greater than the "gods" in Ragnarok.

Gguueesstt — I kind of alluded to it when Astrid shirked off the Veil lizard's flames with her "energy armor" (see above). Allr'bani devoured as much of the energy armor as she could, but Astrid was able to continuously create more energy faster than Allr'bani could eat it. Hiccup has several possible power boosts available to him, however I think there are only one or two more he will earn in this story (the others are for the sequel). It's already been introduced, but I think people may have forgotten about it. Loki's wrath is coming, and it is terrible and great.

**As always, thanks for reading, I hope you enjoyed. Please leave a review.**

- Musica


	43. Dreams of Futures Past

**Chapter 43: Dreams of Futures Past**

_by Code Musica_

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Time grew strange for Hiccup. The minutes melded to hours, and hours to days, and days to months, and months to years, and years to eternity. In truth, he didn't know how long he had been incarcerated. His life was like a dream, as if he wasn't really living it. He heard the songs of birds that did not exist. Saw strange flashes of light on the walls of his cell that his logical brain told him could not exist. Heard grand symphonies of every instrument imaginable. At times, he saw his body laying on his cot, as if he was a disembodied spirit. It was a strange experience.<p>

Often times, he simply retreated into his mind. He had discovered, during one of his rare moments of lucidity, that he could finally re-enter the Realm Eternal. However, without Allr'bani, that meant little. He was well and truly incapable of passing the _final_ challenge to entering Urdarbrunnr, the Well of Fate, without his sword.

So he turned his attention to losing himself in his Seer powers, often times when Odin was lavishing him with his ministrations. The Allfather was most displeased when Hiccup lost himself in a vision and ceased his screaming.

It was something he was exceedingly good at. With his vast intellect and logical thinking, it was easy to go through the possibilities the future held one at a time until he saw a vision. He could never control how much he saw, or how clear the vision was, but he saw nonetheless. The future was like a tangled web, each thread with multiple possibilities. Each of those possibilities were fascinating to Hiccup.

The first vision he saw was a vision of himself, older, or younger, perhaps, given his long lifespan. He was living on Berk happily, with his father, his real father. Dragons were everywhere, eating fish in the town square, roosting on rooftops. There was a dragon racing arena, where he and the others would catch sheep. He and Astrid were together in this future, too. _I look happy_, Hiccup thought. He also noticed that in this future, there appeared to be no magic. He could see, even at his future self's age, slight wrinkles from the harsh living begin to affect him. He was able to grow a beard, unlike the stubble he shaved off with magic every morning.

His next vision was an alien and strange one. He was a small boy, perhaps between the ages of five and seven. He was being carried between two people, a man and a woman, with one of his arms in each of their hands. The woman was beautiful, perhaps an older, more mature Astrid. She had hair the color of gold, and eyes that shined like the ocean. She had a content, small smile on her lips that gave her a radiant beauty. The man was tall, thin, and pale, with inky black hair and emerald green eyes. He wore a crown of gold on his head. Hiccup knew who the man was. It was Loki, and he was King of Asgard. A future where he was the son, the real son, of Loki and Sigyn? Perhaps he was dreaming after all. Or, perhaps, he was having visions of the future of realities not his own? Who knew. No one knew the full capabilities of a Seer's sight.

Hiccup had a vision of himself, perhaps in the age of his thirties. He had a metal peg for his leg, and an older Astrid stood next to him, her arm around his waist. There were four children standing with them, one latched to each of their legs as they hid behind their parents. The six of them stood on a rocky crag overlooking the bay of Berk. It was sunset. Before them were two graves with the names Stoick and Valka Haddock inscribed upon them.

Hiccup screams returned as he was drawn back to reality by the pain of Odin's knife. For a time, there was nothing but pain. Then he gradually slipped back into his visions, earning a brief reprieve.

This vision was different from the rest. It was so clear, so vivid. It was like he was really there, watching as it unfolded. He saw himself, sitting upon a throne of black, with wings stretching upwards from the back in the style of a Night Fury. He wore a crown of tarnished gold upon his head, a single emerald set in its center. He wore a smile, a truly happy smile, on his lips. In his lap was a small girl of perhaps six resting on his knee as he bounced her up and down. She was beautiful. Hiccup knew instantly she was the daughter of Astrid and himself. She had Astrid's hair, though it was more silver than gold. She had his eyes, only crystal clear and bewitching. She laughed innocently, and Hiccup felt his real body smile. He also heard Odin's furious yell in response, which caused him to smile even more.

"_Can I go flying, father? Pleassseee,"_ Hiccup heard his daughter beg.

Hiccup, the one in the vision, chuckled to himself and shook his head. The girl turned and looked up at him, unshed tears in her eyes as she continued to beg. Hiccup, the real one, laughed as his future counterpart cracked instantly. _"Okay, okay, ᚨᛋᛚᛖᛁᚠ_, _just don't tell your mother,"_ Hiccup, the future one, said.

Hiccup, the real one, frowned. He couldn't hear his daughter's name. His daughter jumped down from his lap and scampered across the floor. They were in a large, opulent hallway of black stone. She ran through a nearby door and up a set of stairs. Hiccup followed himself and his daughter as they climbed to the top of a large tower, in what he assumed was a castle. Their castle, judging by the crown on future Hiccup's head.

At the top of the tower was a large nest of straw and pillows, which were chewed up for their cotton. Inside the nest was a clutch of drakes, only a few months old. The largest of which was only big enough for a small child to ride. The dragon, a Nadder, cooed happily and ran over to his daughter, where the she embraced the dragon, hugging it by the neck. The dragon squawked and pranced happily, nuzzling the girl. _"Alright, remember, be careful. Trust in your dragon to catch you if you fall, and the sky is never a danger,"_ future Hiccup lectured.

"_Yes, father,"_ his daughter said sarcastically. The real Hiccup chuckled. Apparently he didn't tire of teaching others in this future.

"_Toothless and I will follow you, just in case,"_ future Hiccup added. His daughter rolled her eyes. She had, apparently inherited his wit and sarcasm.

The girl pulled herself onto the back of the Nadder and settled herself, wrapping her arms around the dragon's neck. She was flying without a saddle, but there was little risk if Hiccup was accompanying her. The Nadder squawked happily and took off in a sprint before jumping out of a teardrop shaped hole in the tower, spreading its wings and taking flight. Hiccup's daughter squealed in delight. Future Hiccup jumped out after them, falling briefly before he landed on the back of a much smaller Toothless.

The real Hiccup frowned. So, this wasn't his future either? Toothless was small, only slightly larger than how he had first been after Hiccup shot him down on Berk. But then… why was his tail whole? Had this future Hiccup managed to shoot down Toothless without hurting him? Hiccup's jaw dropped as he beheld the city sprawling out beneath him and his daughter as they flew through the sky.

It was unlike anything he had ever seen. Towering buildings, hundreds of feet in height, made of steel and glass dotted the landscape, spreading outwards for tens of miles. The buildings grew smaller and smaller until they reached a large bay. Standing on either side of the bay were two truly titanic statues, each one at least a mile tall. They were guards of the city, one a man holding a sword, the other, a woman holding an axe. A dome of energy surrounded the entire city, emanating from the two statues. Hiccup knew it was magic, a ward of some kind, but he didn't know which. It was an unknown spell, the likes of which would take the energy of many thousands of spellcasters to create.

Hiccup turned his gaze to his future, or alternate, self and his daughter. The two of them were flying high above the city, laughing merrily without the looming threat of war over their heads. Hiccup, the real one, felt happy tears roll down his body's cheeks. Hiccup felt the vision begin to fade. "No," he whispered in horror, not wanting it to end so soon. He closed his eyes and focussed, trying to hold the vision together. It lasted for a few moments more before it slipped away.

Hiccup blinked away the tears and found himself in the room again, strapped to the table. Odin was currently flaying him, something he had experienced twice before. The Allfather was running out of ideas, and Hiccup was getting bored. Closing his eyes again, he fell back into his visions.

His next vision was a strange one that didn't make much sense to Hiccup. It was vividly real, in a way that was almost _too_ real, as if it was a fabrication. He saw himself, as he appeared now, sitting in a throne that seemed to be made of pure white energy that glowed vibrantly. His future self was very different. A permanent expression of hate and sorrow was etched on his face, and his eyes glowed and crackled with such power that Hiccup thought he could light up the darkness with them.

His future self was sitting in a large, circular room, which seemed to be made of the strange white energy. In a circle that included Hiccup, there were numerous other thrones. Some of which were occupied, others of which, were not. Each person who sat upon the throne appeared either blissfully happy, or filled with hateful rage, like future Hiccup. They stared at the center of the room, where a large crystal orb floated. Hiccup could see every realm from his reality, as well as some of what appeared to be realms from other realities as well.

In the circle of thrones, three stood out the most. A large, tall throne with a woman seated upon it, with two smaller thrones, but still larger than future Hiccup's, sat on each side with a woman seated upon them as well. Hiccup stared at them.

And then something happened that Hiccup had never thought possible. The woman in the tallest of the thrones turned her head ever so slightly and locked eyes with him. Not his future self, but him, the disembodied spirit gazing into the future. Hiccup knew, instinctively, that the woman saw him.

Hiccup grimaced in pain as he was thrown from his vision of the future and tossed bodily back into the void of the Realm Eternal. His head ached and throbbed from having the connection to his vision severed. All the same, Hiccup laughed at the Norns. That proved that he was a threat, that his ambition was not all for naught. He could ascend to their lofty heights of power. "I do not study the divine to imitate what they do, I study the divine to imitate what they are!" Hiccup declared loudly, to everyone and no one.

His visions were interrupted once more as he felt the knife descend on his body once more. This time, it was his eyes. Odin hated his eyes. Every session he started out by carving them out, and ended by carving them out again once they had grew back. Hiccup, personally, found it comical that the Allfather was so discomforted by his similarity to Loki. Perhaps he felt guilt and couldn't stand being stared at with his son's eyes as he tortured Hiccup.

Hiccup was right. When he next regained enough lucidity to perceive reality, he was back in his cell. It must have been several hours since the Allfather released him, as his eyes were nearly healed. His vision never quite fully recovered, he always saw the world as if through a thin fog. Hiccup didn't know if it was permanent, or he just needed more time to fully heal, as Odin had never left him alone long enough. Truthfully, he didn't care. That spoke volumes for the state of his sanity.

Ever so carefully, Hiccup turned his head from where he was laying on his cot so that he could see the shadows dance in the torchlight that filtered in from outside his cell. Hiccup smiled as he saw a miniature version of Toothless, no bigger than a cat, pounce on the shadows as they danced. His logical mind knew Toothless was not there, but that mattered little to his fragmented sanity. He reached out weakly to pet Toothless in a small attempt to comfort himself. The hallucination faded.

Hiccup's arm fell limply to the ground, hanging off the side of his cot. His eyes returned to the dancing shadows. For a long time, he just watched them. He was tempted to fall back into his visions, to lose himself in the possibilities of the future. He wanted to divine what path led him to the one he saw, where he was a king and had a daughter. He also wanted to divine how he had risen to become a Norn, and why he looked so… unhappy, with his decision. Hiccup withheld from the temptation due to the Norn woman who had thrown him from his vision. If he had to guess, she was their ruler. It wouldn't do to challenge her before he was ready.

Hiccup quirked an eyebrow as his mind made up a new delusion for him. Preceding the shadows as they danced was a flash of light, almost as if it was intimating the shadows. Or perhaps, it was the other way around? The shadows imitating the light? Now that Hiccup thought about it, which followed the other? Did the shadow come first? Or the light?

Regardless, it was a fascinating hallucination. For what seemed like days, Hiccup watched the light dance, with the shadows following them. Several times, the miniature Toothless returned, trying to catch the shadows as they danced. Strangely, just like the shadows, a flash of light in the shape of the false Toothless' body preceded him. It was much like a dance, Hiccup thought. After a few minutes of watching Toothless fail to catch the dancing shadows, which reminded Hiccup that this was most definitely a hallucination, since the real Toothless would have easily caught the shadows, Hiccup got annoyed. It was so easy for Toothless to catch the shadows if he just acted on the flash of light that preceded both him and the shadows.

So easy. Hiccup could have done so with the smallest effort, if he wasn't so empty with exhaustion and pain. _And insanity_, he added, as he continued to watch the strange hallucination.

And then a thought came to Hiccup. It was the first thought that made sense since he had been captured. It reminded him of his old self, so he followed the thought. Who knew? It was better than being bored out of his mind. Not that there was much left of it. With great effort, Hiccup sat up on his cot and began to piece together his fractured sanity. If he was going to think, he needed to be in full control of his thoughts. After collecting himself, Hiccup sighed. He turned his eyes to the shadows and found that the lights preceding them had faded slightly, until they were barely noticeable. Unless he knew what to look for, Hiccup doubted he could find them again.

Hiccup focussed on them, bringing them back to the clarity they had been during his hallucination. When they were, he began his experiment. Hiccup's mind felt clouded, his thoughts muddled. It was as if everything was moving in slow motion. He raised his right arm. He watched in fascination as an arm of pure light materialized, moving through the air and coming to rest where he had wished his arm to be. A moment later, his real arm made the same journey. A small smile formed on Hiccup's lips. He did a few other movements just to test his theory. When he saw the light precede his movement every time, he was sure.

He had discovered precognition. More specifically, short-term precognition. It was nothing like his visions, which could see ages into the future, reaching across time and space. No, this was something much different. And much more practical. Hiccup's mind was alight with the possibilities. Most notable among them: battle precognition. He could see his opponent's next movement before he had even made it. He could see the movement of armies and set counters before the enemy had even made their move.

Hiccup turned his focus inwards, scrutinizing his connection to the Realm Eternal. It was different than before. Usually, his Seer powers were like night and day. It was either night, or it was day. He was using his Seer powers, or he wasn't. Now, however, it was rather like dusk, or dawn. He both was using his powers, and he wasn't. They simply _were_. His mind instantly thought of several possibilities for how such a thing could come to exist. Chief among them were two: either his waning sanity had broken, or rather, loosened, his control over his powers, causing them to be in a state of half-use, or, his rather liberal use of his power to gaze into the future had the unexpected effect of causing the line between night and day to blur, in much the same way as time was a blur to himself.

Personally, Hiccup thought it was the latter. Regardless, if nothing else, he had come out of his imprisonment with a new ability. A new, extremely powerful, very helpful, ability. When he was dragged to the torture chamber again, he would have to test his ability on the guards. If he could hone his precognition to useful levels, he might be able to escape.

It was the first ray of hope Hiccup had in a long time.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid sat with her friends in a small sandstone cave near the outskirts of the delta of Vanaheim. It was hidden behind a large sand dune, etched into a stone cliff that was nearly one thousand feet high. If Astrid didn't know the cave existed, she would have never found it. According to Agni, only two people knew of its existence: himself, and Hiccup. The two of them had used it as a hideout during the invasion of the sea serpents several decades ago.<p>

The cave was where they were hiding Toothless and Taf. The troll had taken badly to the climate of Vanaheim. Trolls, and frost giants in general, despised the sand and heat. Luckily, Taf had a bout of rage and froze most of the inside of the cave. Astrid had been worried the troll would fly into a rage and kill them all if another gust of wind blew sand into the cave.

"I still say we go with Astrid's plan," Sigrid said, idly kicking a log into the fire they were sitting around. Vanaheim was a cruel realm. It was scorching hot during the day, and freezing cold during the night. The fire was necessary to keep them from getting frostbite.

Thor sighed heavily. "And I'm telling you it will never work. The prison they are holding Hiccup in doesn't even officially exist, it's sole occupants are high profile prisoners of war, political enemies, and traitors to the crown. The security there is nothing like I've ever seen. We could assault the prison with an army and it would still stand," Thor explained for the seventh time. Astrid had been bound and determined to storm the prison, spring Hiccup from his cell, and fight her way off realm.

Needless to say, that wasn't going to work. This time. Thor loved a good fight, but he preferred being able to win them. Sigrid started to grumble about cowardly tall folk. "I think you're opposed to my plan just because you don't trust me," Thor challenged hotly.

Sigrid scoffed. "It's dangerous and stupid. Sure, you could sneak in by yourself, and sure, maybe you could get to Hiccup. But what then? How are you going to get him out of the prison? And how are we going to get him off world? The moment they think Hiccup escaped they will shut down the World Gate," Sigrid said.

Avior cleared his throat. "About that, I may have found a solution," he said. "Remember the rift on Jotunheim?"

Everyone nodded. "I said there were many such rifts across the realms, and Asgard is no exception. The Order has no records of such a rift, so I must assume that it was either hidden or lost to history. If we can find a rift, we could use it to escape in much the same way as we did before," Agvior explained.

"And how would you find the rift? They were artifacts from a lost age. Their keepers would not part with their secret willingly," Auriel pointed out.

Agvior turned to Astrid. "From what you've told us of your new power, you can sense the natural energy around you. We can use that," Agvior said cheerfully.

"How? Astrid cannot sense the Veil," Agni asked. Astrid nodded. It was a good point.

Agvior nodded. "But she can sense everything but the Veil. The solution is simple, have her comb the realm until she finds a place where she can sense nothing. The only logical conclusion is that place must be the rift," the old elf explained.

They all shared a look. It could work. And Thor was their best chance at rescuing Hiccup without making a scene. Thor would not be out of place and could say his father had given him permission. All he had to do was get in, grab Hiccup, and get out before the alarm was sounded. They could then sneak Hiccup off world using a rift, and no one would be the wiser.

But there was significant risk. If they did go with Thor's plan, and he failed, security around Hiccup would be impenetrable. They would be forced to wait until the date of his public execution to rescue him, and Astrid wasn't willing to take that risk. Someone, anyone, could kill Hiccup while they were fighting to rescue him, and there wasn't anything they could do about it.

On the other hand, if they didn't go with Thor's plan, they could contact Loki and ask for assistance in rescuing Hiccup. Astrid had no doubt that Loki would move heaven and earth to rescue Hiccup, and she knew that his siblings would do much the same if Fenrir's relationship was typical.

So, the question was, to gamble with Thor, or trust in Loki. Astrid had her answer.

"Thor… how confident are you this will work?" Astrid asked.

Thor remained silent for a few moments, as if to go over his plan again, examining every detail. His answer was all the more comforting for it. "The only thing that would stop me is having to fight my father himself, which I doubt will happen. He will not be in the prison, and by the time he learns of Hiccup's escape, it will be too late," Thor answered with conviction.

Astrid weighed her options again. Everyone watched her, waiting for her decision. As Hiccup's lover, it was her choice to decide his fate. Raising her head, she gave a small, sharp nod. "Let's do it," Astrid said.

They would be the ones to rescue Hiccup. Astrid couldn't wait any longer to be reunited with him, and she dreaded how well he was being treated in prison if his condition at his trial was anything to judge by.

How right she was.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>It was nearly a week later when Astrid finally found a rift on Asgard. The group, minus Toothless, Taf, and the other dragons, had snuck onto the realm, disguising themselves as refugees. Surprisingly, the rift was located in the one place Astrid didn't think it would be: underneath the royal palace. It was deep, far beneath the surface. It was little more than a small cavern that could only be reached by a winding tunnel that was, fortunately, connected to the sewers they had used to steal Gleipnir. Thor had never been down so far, and he doubted Loki had either.<p>

Astrid knew better. It was likely that Loki, as a wielder of the Veil as well, knew of the rift's location. Thor had said that Loki used the sewers to hide from his tormentors as a child, and Astrid imagined that somewhere in the tunnels they would find a workshop, not unlike Hiccup's own on Berk, hidden. Loki likely discovered the rift when he was exploring his domain. Perhaps it was even the catalyst that led to him discovering his latent powers over the realm between realms.

It also presented an unexpected, but most welcome, advantage. No one would expect them to free Hiccup and flee to the royal palace. It was the closest place to danger, and thus, the farthest thing they would expect. While the guards would spread outwards and search, their group could sneak into the sewers, navigate to the rift, and escape to a friendly realm before anyone was the wiser. From there, Hiccup and Astrid would return to Midgard, where they would be safe due to the inability of any but humans being able to enter the realm.

Astrid, Agvior, Sigrid, Auriel, and Agni were currently hiding inside a large metal drain pipe awaiting word from Thor of his success. If they needed to, they could run to his aid and help him bring Hiccup to the sewers. If they didn't, they were to remain out of sight.

Astrid hated the waiting, and now, it was the only thing left to do.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup was lost in a pleasant vision about the past. Not his past, but Astrid's. It was a vision based on a half-memory of when Hiccup was a child. The entire village was celebrating a bountiful harvest, and there was food and ale aplenty to go around. Astrid and the other children— excluding Hiccup, of course— were merrily playing around a large bonfire in the center of the room. They were perhaps seven or eight. Astrid was dancing around the fire with her younger brother, who was little more than a toddler.<p>

Hiccup winced faintly at the thought of Astrid's family. No doubt that they were now as old as their parents, while Astrid remained young. He dreaded having to return to Berk again, which he knew he would have to do soon before Astrid's mother and father died of old age. She would want to see them one last time. Hiccup was startled out of his vision as the door to his cell was slammed open. A party of four guards marched in, weapons drawn, as always. It seemed they never let their guard down. Hiccup would have commended them had they not been _his_ guards.

Regardless, this gave him an excellent opportunity to test his newfound precognitive abilities. Time seemed to slow as the guards entered his cell. Hiccup willed the flash of lights that preceded their actions to come into being. He had, after some thought, dubbed this phenomenon, the "echo." The lights were the echo of their movements, and by reading that echo, he could predict what they would do before they even knew what they were going to do themselves.

Hiccup could see the path of the guards as they strode forward, surrounding his cot. He could see, several seconds before it happened, as a guard stabbed him in the gut with the haft of his pike. Hiccup didn't feel a thing. He watched in rapt fascination as the echo of two of the guards appeared, reaching down and grabbing him by the arms, lifting him up and dragging him from his cell. If he wanted, he could have easily done something to prevent their actions.

But he didn't. He didn't have the strength to resist them, and even if he did, to what end? He was trapped in a dungeon he did not know the location of, he was without his magic, and he was weakened significantly by his tortures. Hiccup grunted in pain as the echo changed. He had only moments to brace himself as one of the guards shoved him, face first, into the stone wall of his cell. He felt warm liquid run over his lips and down his chin. His precognition would take some time to master fully, it seemed.

The guards dragged Hiccup to his feet, laughing at his pain. Hiccup made sure to memorize their faces. When he was free, their deaths would be the stories of legends. Perhaps he would summon some of the lowest demons of the Veil, insects and worms, to feast on their bodies. Devour them from the inside out as magic kept their flesh regenerating and their bodies' alive. Their torment would last for an age until their spirits finally broke and fled their earthly shells. Hiccup liked the sound of that.

Then Hiccup saw something in the echo of the guards that was completely impossible. The two walking in front of him were suddenly struck by something before they fell to the ground, either dead or unconscious, Hiccup didn't know. He only had moments to brace himself for what was to come.

From an alcove in the hall, one they had just passed, a bolt of electric blue lightning thundered towards the guards from the darkness. The four men didn't even have time to scream before they fell to the ground. Hiccup grunted as one of the guards fell atop him. He could tell they were still alive from the labored breathing of the man. He wriggled, trying to get out from underneath the man and see who had attacked the guards. Hope flared in his heart that his father had come for him, or sent an agent to do so.

Thor jogged out from his hiding place in the alcove, grabbing the guard that fell on Hiccup by the scruff of his tunic and tossing him. "Hiccup, it's me," Thor whispered quietly, turning him over. Thor's face blanched the color of bone. Hiccup's face was mangled and scarred beyond recognition. His hair was matted with blood and dirt. The cloth of Gleipnir, which had once been iron gray, was now a dark crimson color. By the cloudy look in Hiccup's eyes, Thor knew his friend was blind.

"By the gods…" Thor cursed. "Don't worry, Hiccup. It's me, Thor. I'm going to get you out of here," he added, knowing now that Hiccup couldn't see him.

"Damn," Hiccup said with a nervous chuckle. "I didn't think you would be the one to get me out of here," he said, hissing in pain as Thor picked him up. He was too weak to walk on his own, and had to rely on Thor to carry him.

Thor sprinted down the hallway, back the way he had came, Hiccup cradled in his arms. "Watch out, guards on the right," Hiccup warned. Thor looked to the right and saw nothing.

"Hiccup, what are you—" Thor began to say, before two men walked out of a door and into the hall, talking quietly to each other and laughing under their breath. The two guards stopped and stared at Thor, wide eyed and slack jawed. Thor managed to point his index finger in the general direction of the men. A storm of lightning surged through the air, killing the both of them instantly. Thor couldn't risk them sounding the alarm.

Making sure no one had heard him, Thor began to run again. "How did you know?" Thor asked Hiccup as he continued to make his way out of the prison.

Hiccup smirked. "I have my ways," he said, never one to tell his secrets.

Thor laughed heartily. "That you do," he said.

Thor faltered when he heard Hiccup gasp and his body go rigid. "What's wrong?" Thor asked, even as he continued to run forward, albeit slower than before.

He didn't have to wait for Hiccup to answer him. Emerging from a large wooden door stood his father, Odin, King of Asgard. Thor blinked disbelievingly. His father was in the palace, taking care of the kingdom's affairs. Why would he be here? This was a dungeon for enemies of the crown.

Odin shook his head sadly at his son. Thor angled his body in such a way that it was less of a target to hit, shielding Hiccup as best he could. "Stand aside, father," Thor commanded, doing his best to sound as confident as possible. He certainly didn't feel it.

"Why, son? You would turn traitor for this whelp? The most vile of murderer," Odin questioned his son.

Thor shook his head. "It was you, wasn't it? You're the one who's been—" Thor said, not able to finish his words. He couldn't believe his own father had been the one to torture Hiccup. "This isn't you, father. You wouldn't do this, you've become as twisted as Loki has," he accused pointedly.

"The difference between me and Loki is that I do what I do for the greater good. Your brother does what he does for his own ambition," Odin countered harshly.

Thor scowled. "This is wrong, and you know it. I'm taking Hiccup with me, and there is nothing you can do to stop me!" Thor declared, setting Hiccup down and brandishing Mjolnir. Lightning crackled up Thor's arm from the hammer.

"You'll not lose me this war over your sense of morality, boy," Odin chastised his son, raising Gungnir threateningly. Arcane energy crackled up and down the spear, causing the air to hum.

For a time, father and son simply stared each other down, neither willing to make the first move. Thor was reluctant to go against his father, and Odin didn't wish to harm his son, but was willing to for the greater good. He couldn't let Hiccup go.

As if sensing they were at an impasse, Thor roared and swung Mjolnir, sending a bolt of lightning down the hall at his father. The lightning consumed the hall, making it impossible to miss. Thor knew he couldn't hold back against someone as powerful as his father, so he put all his strength into his attack.

Odin pointed the head of Gungnir at the oncoming bolt of lightning and unleashed a piercing beam of light that tore through the lightning, causing it to dissipate harmlessly. Thor jumped to the side as the beam of light streaked down the hall, passing through where his right shoulder would have been.

Thor raised Mjolnir high, holding the hilt of the hammer with both hands. Lightning crackled from the tips of his fingers to his toes, illuminating the entire hallway as he supercharged a storm of lightning that would rock the foundations of the dungeon.

"You leave me no choice," Odin whispered sadly. Gungnir began to emit a soft, golden glow. Then, Odin did the strangest thing. He let go of his spear. Thor watched as the spear fell, and time seemed to slow. The butt of Gungnir touched the stone, and Thor blinked, not believing his eyes. The spear fell through the stone, disappearing entirely.

A moment later, it reappeared, but not where Thor had expected it. He felt a searing pain in his chest and looked down. The spearhead of Gungnir protruded from his chest, where his left lung would have been. Instantly, Thor was out of breath, gasping for air as blood filled his pierced lung. The lightning being charged by Mjolnir dissipated as Thor dropped the hammer and clutched at his wound. It was a serious, but not mortal, injury.

"You have betrayed your father, and more importantly, your king," Odin intoned as he strode forward to reclaim his spear. "You have shown where your true allegiances lie, and now you must bear the consequences of your actions," he said, pulling Gungnir from Thor's chest. Thor collapsed, clutching the wound and trying to breathe.

Odin waved a hand over Thor's chest, sealing the wound, but not healing it. He insured that Thor would live, nothing more. "You are unworthy of calling yourself my son, you are unworthy of calling yourself a prince of Asgard, you are unworthy of Mjolnir," Odin intoned in rapid succession. "And as punishment, I banish you from my sight. When you have repented for your crimes, only then will you be a prince of Asgard once more."

And with that, a beam of light from Gungnir struck Thor in the stomach. Thor lurched into the air and was sent flying faster than the eye could see towards the surface. Odin had sent him to his dragon, Duna. From there, he did not care where his son went. The Allfather turned back to face Hiccup.

Hiccup had crawled his way across the hall to where Mjolnir had fallen. It took every bit of his remaining strength to grasp the hilt of the hammer and stand. He swayed on his feet, wrath in his eyes as he stared down Odin. This was his best, his only, chance for escape.

Odin scoffed and walked forward confidently, his long white beard swaying in tune with his steps. Hiccup let loose a weak battle cry and swung. It was the poorest swing he had ever performed in his life. He was doing little more than throwing Mjolnir at the Allfather and allowing his body to fall with the hammer. It was a desperate and futile attack.

Odin swatted the attack away with Gungnir before striking Hiccup in the temple with the haft of his spear. Hiccup dropped Mjolnir and collapsed, unconscious. Odin sighed wearily.

Suddenly, a host of guards emerged from both ends of the hall, weapons drawn and ready. They saw the Allfather standing over Hiccup's prone form and relaxed slightly. "Take him back to his cell," Odin commanded, turning and walking to where Hiccup had dropped Mjolnir.

The Allfather bent down and grasped the hilt of Mjolnir before picking up the hammer. It didn't budge. Odin's eyes widened in shock and disbelief.

He tried again. The hammer remained where it lay, refusing to be wielded by one it deemed unworthy. Odin tried again, this time, using more strength. Mjolnir reacted violently, sending a current of electrical heat coursing through its hilt and into Odin's arm. The Allfather felt his nerves sear and his bone begin to melt. He hissed in pain and hastily withdrew his hand before any permanent damage could be done.

With a scowl, Odin stalked off towards his chambers, content to let the weapon gather dust.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Sorry for the "lateness" of this chapter. I haven't been very motivated to write lately, and this chapter was kind of filler (but not really) to what is coming next.

A lot of people have been asking about the "power imbalance" between Hiccup and Astrid, and how the Veil and Yggdrasil are supposed to be equal opposites. Rest assured, the final iteration of both powers has yet to be discovered, or unlocked, by both parties. The reason why people would fear Astrid because of her new abilities has not been revealed, nor has the reason why Galmann the Mad used the Veil to conquer all of the known realms and was hailed as a nigh-omnipotent god.

Some of you were also asking about what other powers I had in mind for Hiccup and Astrid to gain. This chapter introduced one of them, one that I had been planning on introducing for quite some time. It is a more practical application of the Seer's Sight that allows short-term battle precognition which is viewed as an echo, or phantom, of a person's or thing's actions before they are made. I don't think (don't hold me to this) that there will be any other major power ups aside from the true power of both the Veil and Yggdrasil's power that they will achieve before this story ends. There are several, and the list grows longer every day, that they will gain before and during the sequel.

This chapter had some back story, alluding to how Loki discovered his talents with illusion magic and his eventual connection with the Veil. It also focussed somewhat on Thor and Odin, and how their relationship is evolving. We also get to see the first sneak peak of Mjolnir's power (and Gungnir's, really). Thor is a character that I'm greatly interested in expanding upon, as his role in the sequel is quite big.

I recently had a conversation with a reader at great length explaining lifespans and how they work in-universe, stemming from my definition of godhood (Nornhood). Specifically, how do I define "mortal" and "immortal." I thought it was enlightening and something I haven't explained since the beginning of the story, so I thought I would clarify here now that my thoughts are clear.

All characters we have met, or will meet, in this story (perhaps not the next) are mortal. They can die by either the sword or disease or poison just like any other man. The difference is that time's grip on them has weakened. People age according to how much magic they have, with some notable exceptions. Humans are the shortest lived of the races, having very little magic in them. The other races live for more or less the same amount of time. Death comes to them when either three criteria are met. One, the person tires of living, and goes into death's embrace willingly. Two, they are involved in a battle in which their reserves of magic are strained and spent to the point where it damages their magical core (think of Hiccup at the end of his fight with Astrid, that's not healthy). Three, after enough time, their magical core begins to weaken from the ages and they finally begin to age until they die (think Odin, Frode, and to some extent, Agvior).

The one notable exception to this rule are bonded dragon riders. Bonded dragon riders, no matter the circumstance, will live as long as their partner does. Many dragons live for thousands, even tens of thousands (Red Death, Bewilderbeast, etc.) of years. Their riders, regardless of what happens to them, live to match that age. Sometimes, the opposite is true. The dragon lives as long as the rider does, and when the rider meets one of the above three criteria, both die. There are several other exceptions to this rule, such as creatures from the Veil and other realms that have not yet been explored, where time is strange and not quite as strong in its grip.

**Spoilers ahead, don't read if you don't want to know** — the other, and only known exception, is Hiccup, Toothless, Astrid, and Stormfly. This is something that would have been explained in the one-shot regarding Toothless and the history of the Night Furies, which I'm still working on by the way, but here it is: Night Furies were the one species of dragons that do not die of old age. This is based on semi-canon info from the TV series, where Hiccup says that Night Fury saliva has healing properties. I've taken creative liberties and assumed this was a truth, and expanded upon it. Night Fury cells are perfect, and do not suffer from senescence (the process by which a cell, after enough divisions, can no longer replicate itself). This renders them naturally biologically immortal, meaning they will not die of old age. There are several such animals that actually exist. This, as some of you are probably thinking, transfers over well to Hiccup through their rider-dragon bond. So long as Toothless lives (which is forever), Hiccup lives (forever). And it gets even better. Since Hiccup and Astrid are soul mates, and share a similar, but different, bond, this transfers to Astrid as well. Astrid will live as long as Hiccup will, which is forever. And since Astrid lives forever, Stormfly does as well. They can still die of natural causes, and can be killed, but time will not be their end. So there you have it.

Guest — Allr'bani couldn't devour Yggdrasil, as she had too much energy. The rate at which a plant like Yggdrasil grows would be far more than the rate at which Allr'bani could devour, if that makes sense. And, even in the event that she could, neither Hiccup nor her would want to. Yggdrasil holds together their reality. Killing Yggdrasil (as the Nidhogg was trying to do) would be an all around bad thing for all parties involved. The collapse of a reality would set off a kind of domino effect that would (probably) cause the collapse of all of creation.

DragonNut — Astrid's weapon has already been planned. I won't say that it is a "light" based weapon, as in opposition to Allr'bani being "dark," which is a misclassification in my opinion; Allr'bani is best represented by fire— her color is not in reference to "darkness" but to "night." I will confirm a few things, since people have been asking: her weapon will be an axe. It will be a "legendary" class weapon. It will be sentient, like Allr'bani (and all other weapons forged in the Star Forge, including Gungnir and Mjolnir). Regarding the Star Forge, that is something I've created, but is inspired by Norse mythos. The dwarves are responsible for most of the good weapons floating around, and I simply gave them a means to smith these weapons. The Star Forge, or the Forge of the Gods, will be seen at a later point in the story.

CrimzonNova — there is no singular antagonist. Odin, Loki, and even Hiccup could all be called antagonists. War is never so simple where it is easy to classify who is good and who is evil. The sequel will have a more defined antagonist that I think will satisfy you, but we're still quite a long ways before we get there.

Various guests & people messaging me — updates are "weekly" give or take a few days, or whenever I finish them. Sorry for the delay. I feel like I spoil you guys sometimes with how often I release chapters.

As always, thanks for reading, and I hope you enjoyed. Please leave a review.

- Musica
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Chapter 44: Nightmares of Futures Past

by Code Musica

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid punched Thor. Hard.<p>

Well, not too hard. He was wounded, after all. She couldn't be killing one of her few allies in a fit of rage. "You promised you would rescue him!" Astrid screamed. Angry, hot tears flowing down her cheeks.

To Thor's credit, he didn't even grunt in pain. "I didn't think my father would be there. He never would have, never should have, lowered himself to being the—" Thor tried to excuse himself, cutting himself off before he dug himself into a deeper hole than he already was. He had failed. Not only would Hiccup now be impossible to rescue, but he had lost Mjölnir in the process.

"Being the what?" Astrid demanded icily. Thor only just now realized how much trouble he was in. He had said too much. Astrid would know if he lied.

When Thor hesitated to give her the answers she wanted, Astrid got even angrier. "Tell me," she hissed coldly.

When she wanted to be intimidating, she could be. Thor swallowed his fear. "He's… he's been _interrogating_ Hiccup," Thor answered reluctantly, trying to phrase his words carefully.

Astrid's anger calmed. It was not a reassuring calm, however. Everyone present could tell that it was the calm not unlike the calm before a great storm. "How bad is it?" Astrid asked cooly.

Thor's mind whirred as he attempted to think of a way to tell her the truth as gently as possible. Astrid took a few steps forward, her gaze pierced his soul. Thor cursed. "He's… bad," Thor said simply, hoping to not have to explain Hiccup's condition.

Astrid frowned and glared at Thor disapprovingly. She wanted the whole truth. Thor knew he couldn't withhold the truth from her for long, and knew that her wrath would only increase if he kept it a secret. With great reluctance, he catalogued Hiccup's condition for Astrid.

"He does not appear to be eating well, or at all. He was light, too light, when I carried him," Thor began, starting off small. Astrid frowned. Hiccup had always taken care of his body, at least after he had left Berk in his youth. It was one of his habits that Astrid admired. Too many men let themselves become gluttons for food and drink, but not Hiccup. He remained lithe and powerful, and very much attractive.

But this was not something she was unaware of. She had seen his condition during his trial. Astrid nodded, motioning for Thor to continue. Thor cleared his throat nervously. "He appears not to have been allowed to bathe, either. His hair was matted with filth, and he smelt foul," Thor said. He had chosen his words carefully. Filth referred more to blood than dirt, and the foulness of his stench was from the smell of blood and gore, his own. What Astrid didn't know couldn't hurt her.

Astrid's frown deepened. She didn't expect a prisoner, especially one as high profile as Hiccup, to be allowed proper hygiene, but it still irked her. Hiccup had a wonderful smell, fresh like the sky; clean, with a hint of sweetness, like ozone before a coming storm. Astrid was positive he used a spell to keep the scent about him, but she didn't complain. Still, his poor treatment angered her.

"And?" Astrid prompted, knowing there was still more to come.

Thor wanted to eat his own tongue. With great reluctance, he began to describe his more disturbing maladies. "He… his face has been… disfigured. His eyes were cloudy and unfocused, as if he were blind," Thor explained as gently as possible.

Astrid was silent for a moment as her mind read between the lines and saw the implications of Thor's words. Hiccup hadn't been interrogated. He had been tortured.

Astrid's anger was sudden and cataclysmic. The stone beneath her feet cracked, as if it was trembling in fear of her wrath. The small cave on Vanaheim they were hiding in shook as if an earthquake was assaulting them. Sand began to pour in through cracks in the ceiling. If Astrid had been aware of anything other than her all consuming anger, she would have noticed that she had influenced Yggdrasil's energy in nature.

Nature itself seemed to flinch away from the intensity of her anger. Of all of them, it was Toothless that calmed her. He gave her a lick, the barbs of his tongue scraping her cheek. The pain drew her back to reality. Toothless gave her a low, menacing growl, as if he agreed with her anger, but was saying, _"Not now."_

Astrid drew in deep, ragged breaths as she struggled to calm herself. She didn't have an iron grip on her emotions like Hiccup did. She didn't like to practice the meditation that many in the Order prescribed. Stormfly cooed reassuringly and nuzzled her rider.

"We'll find a way to rescue him," Sigrid assured Astrid, stepping forward when she was sure it was safe to do so. Astrid just nodded as she focussed on controlling her anger. She hoped Sigrid was right.

Odin would wish Ragnarök was the least of his problems if any harm came to Hiccup.

Thor chuckled to himself. "What!" Astrid snapped.

"There is some good to be said," Thor explained. "As… the Allfather cast me out, I saw Hiccup pick up Mjölnir."

"And that is important… why?" Sigrid asked.

Thor shook his head. "Mjölnir is similar to his sword," Thor said, pointing to where Allr'bani rested in Toothless' saddles. "But different," he added.

"It has an enchantment on it, one that allows only those who it considers worthy to wield it. Mjölnir would never allow one who has let evil taint their heart to use its power. It is not the qualities one possesses that makes them worthy, it is the qualities they_ lack_. Greed, hate, envy, cruelty, cowardice, dishonesty, vanity, and more. What I felt when he wielded Mjölnir was…" Thor trailed off.

"Was what?" Astrid asked, her voice subdued.

Thor struggled to put the feeling he felt into words. After a long time, he said, "... Redemption."

Everyone was quiet for a moment as they considered Thor's words.

"Redemption often comes hand in hand with sacrifice," Auriel pointed out ominously.

Astrid frowned at that. Standing tall and taking in a deep breath, she made up her mind.

"We need to contact Loki," she said.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup sighed in annoyance as he was once more dragged down the halls of the dungeon. As always, Mjölnir continued to rest where it had fallen. None, including the Allfather, had been found worthy to wield it. Thus, it was not moved. Hiccup knew it was futile to attempt escaping using the hammer. He was too weak to wield it properly and he was severely outnumbered. There was no way for him to escape on his own.<p>

That brought up and interesting line of thought, though. Hiccup _had_ wielded Mjölnir, however briefly. He was not an expert in the ancient enchantments bestowed upon the hammer, but he did know of one: the worthiness enchantment. He had drawn his inspiration for his own sword's enchantment from it, though the only one worthy to wield Allr'bani was himself. Mjölnir would not allow itself to be wielded by any it found unworthy, however that was decided. What was interesting was that the hammer considered Hiccup worthy, but not Odin.

That was the thought of much contemplation on Hiccup's part the past week after the failed rescue attempt. Why did Mjölnir think him worthy? He had done nothing of great importance for the hammer or its master, nor was he a man of great moral character. He was a villain, a murderer. If you listened to the gossips, the blood of evil ran in his veins. So why was he worthy?

In the end, Hiccup had no theories. For one reason or another, Mjölnir had found him worthy. And it didn't matter. Hiccup was physically incapable of using the hammer to escape. Hiccup sighed as he was brought to a room. Odin had been absent for nearly a week, giving Hiccup ample time to heal. His regeneration had proven as strong as ever, and after nearly three full days, his sight had returned in full and the scars on his face had faded to thin, pink lines. Given enough time, his body would return to his unmarred state. It seemed that the Allfather had recovered from whatever prevented him from torturing Hiccup.

Hiccup looked up. The room he was brought to was not the room with the dreaded metal table where he was tortured. This was a different room. They had not travelled deep enough into the dungeon to be at_ his_ room. His sense of direction had remained intact despite his trials. Hiccup wasn't that insane. At least, he hoped not.

The guards dragged him inside the room, which was much nicer than any other room he had seen in the dungeon. It was sparsely decorated, with only a large wooden desk in the center of the room. Odin sat in a high back chair behind the desk, and several chairs sat in front of the desk. The guards roughly pushed him down into one seat, and Hiccup bit his tongue to avoid letting out a sigh of relief at the comfortable cushion of the chair. It had been too long since he had a taste of such luxury.

Odin waved his hand, and the guards left the two of them. The Allfather gave Hiccup a piercing stare and did not speak for several minutes. It didn't bother Hiccup in the slightest. Perhaps it would have worked on a lesser man, but he was not a lesser man. Instead, Hiccup did his best to get comfortable and enjoy the short amount of time he had with the chair before being sent back to his cell.

Odin sighed heavily. "I'm impressed, you know," he began. "Not many can remain silent through what you've endured."

Hiccup flashed him a prideful, arrogant smirk. Of course he could endure. He would never betray his father willingly. "I had hoped your stay here could have been pleasant. You must not be accustomed to such conditions," Odin continued. He was right. Hiccup had lived as veritable royalty under Loki. Even during his time with the Order, during his mission, there was a certain standard of comfort and opulence Hiccup afforded himself. He always had fine clothes, good food and drink, and his tree house had a nobility about it that could not be denied.

Odin let his words hang in the air for a few moments, allowing Hiccup to ponder them. "Our time together draws to an end. This is your last chance. You can cooperate with me, and answer my questions, or you will die," he intoned.

Hiccup pondered his options for a moment. Or, at least, he appeared to. After a few seconds he smirked and then spat on the desk. The Allfather magiced away the filth and paid Hiccup's disrespect no mind. "In one week's time, your execution will take place. I have ultimately failed to break you and see no meaning in keeping you here. Therefore, tomorrow, you will be taken to Nágrind to await your execution," Odin said casually, as if he wasn't sentencing a man to die.

Hiccup paled. Nágrind was a legendary prison where the most vile of criminals were incarcerated. Apostates, abominations, and war criminals. Once you were sent there, you did not leave until your soul journeyed to the afterlife. It was the final resting place of many who sided with Loki. There was a reason its name meant "prison of the dead."

Odin seemed pleased with Hiccup's reaction and nodded to the guards. The guards dragged Hiccup out of the chair and out of the office, back down the hall towards his cell. Hiccup's heart raced. If he was taken to Nágrind, being rescued by his father would be that much more difficult. Nágrind was a fortress, capable to withstanding a siege for decades. If Loki came for him there, he would surely be defeated.

Hiccup's eyes focussed on the handle of Mjölnir as the guards dragged him back to his cell. His breath caught in his chest. He had an idea. It was a crazy, stupid idea. He didn't even know if it would work. It was a cheap cantrip he had seen Thor perform countless times. But, if it worked, there was a chance he could go free.

Hiccup had to suppress a triumphant grin as the guards threw him roughly onto the floor of his cell. He had to wait several hours, until night, or at least, what he thought was night judging by the lack of patrols. When the guards were slumbering in their beds, he would make his move.

Night couldn't come fast enough. Hiccup spent the hours meditating, trying to fuel his regenerative abilities with magic despite not being able to wield his latent power. He had deduced that it was his bindings, not poison or his prison, that prevented him from using magic. And his bindings were impossible to remove, it seemed.

Hiccup growled in frustration that he couldn't will himself to recover faster, but smiled knowing that it was time to test his plan. Limping over to his cell door, he raised his arm and stuck his hand through the bars. "Alright, come on," Hiccup whispered under his breath. He had no idea how Thor did it, but he imagined it was similar to how he summoned his own sword.

With his will. Hiccup willed Mjölnir to fly to his hand. "Come on, come on," Hiccup chanted like a mantra. His hand shook from the intensity of his concentration as he tried to call the hammer to him. If he was worthy enough to wield Mjölnir, he was worthy enough to summon it to his hand, wasn't he?

Hiccup's focus was so single minded that the veins in his forehead were protruding. Just as he was about to give up and fly into a rage, Mjölnir began to rock back and forth. Hiccup wanted to cry. Instead, he focussed his glee into fueling his will.

Suddenly, Mjölnir thundered towards Hiccup's outstretched hand, handle first. Hiccup caught the hammer, but his control over the weapon was not as great as Thor's. He grasped the handle and Mjölnir kept going. Hiccup want to scream. He heard a sickening snap as the bone in his forearm was broken on the bar of his cell door as he refused to let go of Mjölnir. With great effort, Hiccup pulled his arm, and Mjölnir, into his cell.

Hiccup spat blood. He had bitten his tongue in an effort to hold his scream. If the guards found him now, everything would be ruined. Grabbing Mjölnir with his other hand, he allowed his regeneration to begin its work on his broken arm.

"Alright, now let's get these bindings off me," Hiccup said, talking to himself in a low, whispered voice.

He sat on the stone floor, angling his leg in such a way that he could smash the bindings with Mjölnir without mangling his leg. With as much strength as he could muster, Hiccup swung the hammer on the loose cloth. It was more of him lifting the hammer and letting gravity swing it. Mjölnir struck the cloth of Gleipnir harmlessly. Hiccup growled in frustration when nothing happened. Raising the hammer again, he let it fall.

Again, nothing happened. Hiccup took a deep, calming breath. "Okay, let's try some lightning," Hiccup said. This was probably a very, very bad idea. The bindings were connected to his body. If he summoned lightning, he would be electrocuted as well. Holding Mjölnir aloft, Hiccup tried to will lightning into existence. He had seen Thor do it hundreds of times. How hard could it be?

Very hard, apparently. For nearly thirty minutes, Hiccup sat on the floor of his cell trying to summon lightning from a hammer that was famous for summoning lightning. He couldn't do it. With a growl, Hiccup half swung, half threw, Mjölnir to the far side of his cell. Seething in anger, Hiccup immediately crawled his way back to the hammer and picked it back up again.

"You useless hunk of metal, try to be a little more useful than your master..." Hiccup said condescendingly as he raised Mjölnir to attempt to summon lightning once more.

To his credit, he did summon lightning. Hiccup yelped in pain as a bolt of lightning arced from the handle of Mjölnir and down his arm. He dropped the hammer and hissed as cradled his limb. "He makes it look _so_ easy," Hiccup grumbled as he reached down to pick up Mjölnir.

Hiccup flailed backwards as another bolt of lightning raced up his arm. Then he realized what happened. He hadn't summoned lightning. Mjölnir had shocked him. On purpose. Hiccup felt his anger erupt to life. He was about to explode. His freedom depended on this weapon and it was being temperamental. "Okay, okay. I probably deserved that," Hiccup said, speaking to Mjölnir. Now he was throwing away the last fragments of his sanity. Talking to hammers. What would Astrid say if she could see him now?

Reaching down, gingerly, Hiccup touched the handle of Mjölnir. Another bolt of lightning arced up his arm and across his chest. Hiccup felt his anger boil. If looks could kill, the glare he sent Mjölnir would have returned it to molten steel. "I'm sorry, okay!" Hiccup hissed at the hammer, trying to appease the spirit he knew resided in it, just like how Allr'bani had her own spirit.

Breathing heavily, Hiccup tried to grab the handle again. Again, lightning arced up his arm. That pushed Hiccup over the edge. "I said I was sorry, you useless shit!" Hiccup screamed at the hammer.

"'Ay, wats goin' on in there?" a voice called from outside Hiccup's cell door.

Hiccup's heart raced. He stood perfectly still, not moving, not breathing. _"Just go away… just go away,"_ Hiccup prayed.

After a few moments, the guard spoke again. "Open it up," he said, followed by the jingle of keys.

Hiccup cursed violently. He quickly reached down and grabbed Mjölnir, this time, not being shocked by the hammer. Looking around for a place to hide the weapon, he saw none. His cot wasn't thick enough to hide the hammer, nor were his pillow or blanket. The waste bucket magiced away anything in it, so that was out as well. There was literally nowhere to hide Mjölnir. In desperation, Hiccup began to dig at his bindings, trying to loosen them.

As the keys began to unlock his door, he stuck Mjölnir inside his bindings, behind his back. Pulling them into place again, he could only hope the guards didn't notice. Two guards entered his cell, carrying a lantern high. "What are you up to?" one of the guards asked.

Hiccup sneered. "Nothing, you cur," he spat at the man. His disrespect earned him a blow across the cheek by a small mace the guard was carrying. Hiccup crumbled to the ground. The other guard, the one holding the lantern, kicked him in the ribs as the two men left the cell.

Hiccup growled in frustration. He had to anger the guards else they would have searched him. Finding Mjölnir on his person would have been most unpleasant compared to the small beating he just received.

Standing up, Hiccup reaches behind him to withdraw Mjölnir. The hammer didn't shock him when it was at risk being discovered, so maybe it will work with him now.

Hiccup patted his lower back, right where Mjölnir was. Where it should have been. Where it wasn't. He started to pat around more, panicking. Mjölnir wasn't there. Hiccup turned around and scoured the floor. The hammer wasn't there either. "Oh no, this can't be happening. This isn't real," Hiccup whispered to himself in horror.

For the next hour, Hiccup inspected his bindings and cell, looking high and low for Mjölnir. The hammer was not found. Hiccup slumped against the wall of his cell. "This is a nightmare. I'm the first person in history to lose a mythical weapon that rules over lightning," he muttered, before slamming his fist against the stone.

There was only one theory Hiccup had, and he had no way to prove it. He had thought it was strange that his clothes would be taken from him before being bound, so he hypothesized that his bindings in some way "vanished" his clothes. If that same principle held true, than Mjölnir had also been "vanished."

The sound of metal grinding against metal sounded. Hiccup watched as his cell door opened to reveal countless guards. The hallway was filled with them. The first to enter, their captain, Hiccup assumed, smirked. "Time to die, boy," he said.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid held a hand to her face as the blizzard continued to buffet her with wave after wave of sleet. It was half ice, half water, and it chilled her to the bone. She was flying high above the clouds of Jötunheim on the back of Stormfly, who was earning her name. For all the time she had spent on Jötunheim during her "rescue" of Hiccup, it had never stormed as bad as it was now. The very heavens were raging, as if her mere presence angered the gods.<p>

She was flying towards the isle of Loki, alone, as was decided. Astrid knew she would not be harmed, even if her enemies wanted to. Hiccup would have made sure of that. Her friends, however, were guaranteed no such thing. Thor's presence, in particular, would have angered Loki greatly. In the end, Astrid had stubbornly refused to have anyone go with her. She could handle herself. If, against all odds, she was attacked, she could defend herself with the power Yggdrasil's energy granted her.

Astrid hissed in pain as a pellet of hail struck her in the face. It would leave a bruise, she was sure. Stormfly had stalled in the air. The wind was raging so much that for every flap of her wings that carried her forward, the wind blew her back the same distance. Astrid lent her dragon some of her own energy, and the two of them made slow but steady progress towards the center of the storm.

Lightning crackled through the clouds and thunder rumbled in the distance as they approached the eye of the storm. There, in the center of calm, was the isle of Loki. Astrid held tightly onto the saddle as Stormfly dived for the floating island. She had complete confidence that Stormfly could catch her if she fell, but she wasn't willing to risk a stray gust of wind throwing her to the mercy of the storm.

Astrid sighed in relief and steeled herself for the confrontation that was no doubt about to come. _"Remember, Stormfly, no matter what happens, don't attack anyone,"_ Astrid reminded her dragon. She could tell Stormfly would not be happy with this arrangement.

Astrid felt herself enter the bubble of wards that surrounded and protected Loki's home. Like before, the magic was so thick she felt as if she was swimming, not flying, through the sky. She felt the wards bind her knowledge of the location and nature of the island, ensuring that she could not tell another living soul of it. Stormfly landed in the center of a large clearing, of what looked to be a garden. There was a tall statue of a snake that formed a fountain. The water was frozen solid. Looking around, Astrid could see that the flowers and shrubs were likewise frozen. She reached out, gingerly, and touched a rose. Its petals shattered under her touch.

Astrid gasped in surprise as she felt a strange binding, constricting presence wrap around her endlessly. Suddenly, her legs were pulled out from beneath her and she was hoisted into the air. She came face to face with a very angry looking woman, who at first glance, appeared to be half elven, half dark elven. Her eyes were red and bloodshot with dark circles under them, as if she had been crying recently.

Hel was about to order her threads to strangle the life out of the woman and her dragon when she got a good look at her face. "You!" Hel hissed. She knew this woman, albeit not personally. She had seen her painting in Vrangr's room. Putting one and one together, she assumed this was Astrid, his lover. Which meant she couldn't kill her, as much as she wanted to. This was the woman that took her brother from her, as their spies had confirmed.

"How dare you show your face here!" Hel screamed. She tightened her bindings ever so slightly. It was painful, but wouldn't kill her.

Astrid grunted as her bindings grew tighter. "I need to speak with Loki," she grinded out. "I need help," she added.

That only served to make Hel angrier. "Why should we help you, traitor?" Hel hissed, tightening Astrid's bindings again, breaking the skin.

Astrid hissed in displeasure as warm blood ran down her skin that was chilled by the cold of Jötunheim. "I need to rescue Hiccup—" Astrid answered, being cut off by Hel tightening her bindings again.

Hel scoffed. "Liar! You're the one who sold him to the Allfather! If it wasn't for you, _we_ wouldn't have to rescue him in the first place!" Hel screamed.

"Please," Astrid begged. It was not beneath her. She would get on her hands and knees if Loki would save Hiccup.

Hel grit her teeth. With a frustrated growl, she released Astrid, who dropped to the floor with a solid thud. Hel floated down, her feet touching lightly on the frozen grass. Astrid picked herself up but refused to show weakness before this woman. She could deal with her cuts and bruises later.

Hel gave Astrid a once over. "... I am Hel Lokisdottir," she said, introducing herself. She would be civil for nothing other than it was what Hiccup would have wanted. She was already guaranteed a stern lecture for attacking her, when they rescued him.

"Astrid Hofferson," Astrid replied. She couldn't afford to be rude. She was coming to ask her enemy a favor.

Hel made a strangled noise in her throat, as if she was going to say something but thought better of it. "This way, father will see you soon," Hel instructed, gesturing for Astrid to follow her.

Astrid followed dutifully but frowned as she entered the courtyard of the castle. There were hundreds of warriors assembled, each armed and ready for battle. They looked on edge. All of a sudden, Astrid was grateful that Hel had been the one to find her. It wouldn't have been a very good impression to kill all of the guards.

Hel gestured for a servant. "Show the dragon to the hold," she commanded. The servant hurried over to Stormfly, albeit a bit hesitantly. The servant looked to Astrid, waiting for her permission.

"_Go, Stormfly. I'll be okay,"_ Astrid reassured her dragon.

"_Be careful, hatchling,"_ Stormfly cautioned before following the servant to a large set of doors that led deep into the island's interior.

"_I will,"_ Astrid affirmed before following Hel through a large set of ornately carved stone doors. The hinges were made of adamantite and had countless runes etched into the metal; runes of strength, repelling, and warding. There was a faint sheet of energy that one had to walk through when they crossed the threshold to enter the palace, forcing them to submit to the magic.

Hel walked through without hesitation. Astrid followed her, pausing only briefly before passing through the wards. Again, the sensation that she was swimming through magic assailed her senses briefly before it subsided and allowed her entrance. She could feel the extra restrictions upon her conduct be forcibly applied to her: she would not speak of anything she saw or heard in this place, she would not steal anything, she would not harm its inhabitants or allow them to come to harm. Astrid shivered as she collected herself. Hel didn't even look back, she just kept walking. Astrid rushed to follow after her.

Astrid had been in the palace once before, when Hiccup brought her. At the time, she hadn't been able to see much more than just his wing of the palace, which while opulent, was still tactful. As Hel led her deeper and deeper into the palace, it soon became obvious that Loki and his family lived in a luxury that few could dream of. The entire palace was made of elegantly carved stone, trimmed with gold in many places. The very walls told stories with their carvings. Chandeliers of gold, crystal, and jewels lined the ceiling, lit with a soft, magical glow that illuminated the hallways. Furniture was always made out of either fine stone or masterfully carved redwood that spoke of wealth and sophistication. She saw several servants, always carrying trays of gold with goblets and eating utensils made of silver or gold. There were statues and busts lining the halls of legendary figures, paintings made by artists of legendary skill, and works of art and magic whose purpose was lost on Astrid.

And yet, while opulent, there was a certain character in the decoration of the palace that did not seem out of place. It all fit, in some way or another. Hiccup was scholarly in a way that he would have found the art intriguing, saying nothing of the magical constructs that would have fascinated him. Astrid imagined Loki was much the same.

Astrid faltered when she saw a large figure in the hallway up ahead. She would recognize that physique anywhere— Fenrir. The wolf was so tall his hair nearly touched the ceiling and he had to duck and weave to avoid the chandeliers. He was so hulking that his shoulders practically rubbed the walls. Perhaps it was just that this part of the palace was smaller than normal and not adjusted for his size, Astrid thought.

"Here," Hel said, indicating the door by which Fenrir stood guard. Hel took up standing on the opposite side of the door, flanking her brother. Astrid swallowed her fear and opened the door, doing her best to not show her nervousness. As she entered, Fenrir gave her a nod in greeting which Astrid returned. At the very least, she respected him as a warrior. It was hard not to.

Astrid walked into a dimly lit room and closed the door. It was a study of some sort, lined with shelf upon shelf of books, scrolls and spell tomes. A large, heavy desk sat at the front of the room, covered in parchment, quills, and several large inkwells. A large painting of a beautiful woman with shining gold hair hung behind the desk. Astrid walked forward cautiously, not seeing anyone. She stopped to examine a bust of a man. The stone was ancient and crumbling, held together more by magic than nature. The bust depicted a man in his physical thirties, though he could have been much older. He had a trimmed beard and long, flowing hair that fell to his ears. His face was set in a permanent glower, his eyes seemingly following whoever looked upon the bust.

Below the bust was an inscription of ancient runes. Astrid tilted her head and pursed her lips as she attempted to decipher them. "Galmr… Galmi… Galinn…" Astrid whispered as she worked through the runes. "Galmann!" Astrid gasped in surprise.

"Impressive, isn't it?" a rich, baritone voice said behind her. Astrid squeaked a little and snapped her head in the direction of the sound.

Loki was watching her, a small, knowing, predatory grin on his lips that showed the whites of his teeth. Astrid had thought herself alone, and that Loki would be with her shortly. She hadn't even sensed his presence in the room, not by sight, sound, or smell. It was an impressive feat, given her enhancement magic.

"I found it on Asgard, far below the surface," Loki continued on. "Remnants of a forgotten age. It was in pieces when I discovered it. I spent many months in my youth reconstructing it with magic."

"The rift…" Astrid whispered.

"Ah, so you know of them. I was wondering how you knew the name of _our_ predecessor," Loki said, enunciating his connection with Hiccup clearly.

Astrid just nodded. "It's one of my most prized possessions, you know. Reminds me where I came from, but more importantly, where I am going," Loki said, finishing his story.

"And that is where I am most troubled. You see, even I can't conquer the nine realms by myself. I need loyal, trusted men and women who I can count on to assist me. Normally these duties fall to my children, who never fail me. You understand, then, that I am greatly troubled when _my son_, the greatest of my generals, is taken from me, yes?" Loki hisses, the temperature in the room falling. Astrid visibly flinches from the venom in his voice.

"And his captor, a woman who he loves more than life itself, has the audacity to walk into my palace by herself," Loki hissed, his voice coming from the other side of the room. Astrid looked and saw a second Loki emerge from behind a bookcase. Astrid realized it was an illusion and quickly focussed on dispelling it. Maybe it had been a bad idea to come here alone.

Astrid couldn't dispel the illusion. The illusion's fangs sunk deep into her magical core. She couldn't even shake it. If Hiccup was a master of the control aspect of illusion, Loki was no doubt a master of the strength aspect. She doubted anyone, even Odin, could undo an illusion casted by Loki. "You must be either very brave, or very, _very_ foolish to think I would let you leave here alive," another Loki hissed, appearing from behind another bookcase.

The illusory copies of Loki slowly advanced on Astrid, producing daggers from thin air. Astrid's heart raced, but she held her ground. The copies surrounded her, cornering her. The lead copy raised his dagger and ran the tip along her jawline, drawing a thin line of blood. "And yet, for all my _wrath_," Loki whispered threateningly, causing the room to shake. Several books fell from their shelves to the floor. "I can't kill you," he finished, withdrawing the dagger.

"Vrangr would never forgive me if I so much as hurt you, let alone kill you," Loki said. Suddenly, the illusions were gone. Astrid reached up to feel her neck. There was no cut, no blood. It had all been in her head. "Which puts me in a very awkward position, you understand. You are my enemy, and yet there is nothing I can do to stop you from acting against me. At the same time, you are part of the Order and an integral part of the alliance's war effort to stop me," Loki explained, walking over to sit behind his desk.

Astrid remained standing. She didn't feel comfortable sitting while in Loki's presence. There was something dangerous and predatory about him and unsettled her. "You are the anomaly in this war, Astrid. You could fight for either side, and yet you haven't _chosen_ a side, despite giving the illusion that you have," Loki said.

There was a long pause, as if Loki was giving her a chance to speak. Astrid cursed her mind for not thinking of something more eloquent to say. "I need your help to rescue him," Astrid said simply.

Loki sighed and frowned slightly, as if she had just failed some test. "Why should I help you? I am perfectly capable of rescuing my son on my own, without your help," Loki countered.

"The enemy of my enemy is my friend," Astrid quoted. "If you won't help me, let me help you."

There was another long pause as Loki scrutinized her, his emerald eyes piercing her. Astrid was slightly mesmerized by his gaze, as it reminded her so much of Hiccup. Loki seemed to divine her thoughts, as a small, knowing smirk was present on his lips. "Unfortunately, I cannot accept your help. The enemy of my enemy is my friend only holds true until my enemy is defeated. You may help me for as long as Vrangr is held by Asgard, but after that, you will almost surely return to being my enemy, most likely stealing my son in the process. That is something I cannot allow," Loki said decisively.

Astrid felt her anger grow. She did not come here to be told no. She would get help, or provide it, if that made Loki feel better about himself, but one way or another, she was freeing Hiccup from his fate. Not even Loki would stop that from happening. "_Unfortunately_," Astrid hissed. "You don't have a choice. Either you help me, or I help you. I will not wait and watch the outcome of this battle. I refuse to sit idly while his life is in danger."

Loki's brows narrowed. "Watch your tongue, _girl_. I am more powerful than you could possibly imagine, it would not be wise to anger me more than you already have. You might have defeated Vrangr, but I am the master, and he, the apprentice. It is my duty to learn what there is to teach, and his duty to learn what I know. You would not enjoy a conflict with one such as I," Loki hissed coldly, the threat evident.

Astrid decided to be brave. Or foolish, as some might say. If you step on the tail of a dragon, be prepared to be burned, as the saying went. "You wouldn't dare to lay a finger on me," Astrid sneered. "Your precious _Vrangr_ would never be yours if you hurt me. I am the most dangerous person in this war for precisely the reason you refused my help: I'm not on your side, I'm not on Asgard's side. I'm on _my_ side. And my side only cares about one thing: saving Hiccup," she said.

"Besides," Astrid said, continuing her rant. "You don't even care about him. If you did, you wouldn't have made him do all the things he has done. He's just the sharpest sword in your armory, used as you see fit," she added.

The effect was immediate. Loki slammed his fist against the desk, causing it to explode into splinters and silence Astrid. "Don't you dare stand there and lecture me, girl! He is my son and I love him, and I will not have you demean what my family and I have sacrificed to see this war come to an end!" Loki roared, arcane energy crackling all around him. Astrid flinched and jumped backwards, visibly startled by the outburst. A good thing, too, for the stone beneath Loki's feet began to crack, giving way under the immense power of his presence. The cracks in the stone spread outwards, across the floor and up the walls.

Loki stalked forward, and Astrid was too frightened to even move. She was vaguely aware of the bookcases falling behind her as the floor crumbled away to dust. Loki stopped when he was standing no more than an inch from Astrid.

Astrid could see the murder in his eyes. The way he breathed heavily due to his rage, and the way his hands trembled from restraint. Perhaps it was not such a good idea to step on the tail of the dragon. Astrid knew it was only her importance to Hiccup that kept her from experiencing a death that would have been spoken of in legend.

"Fenrir," Loki called, his voice hoarse and powerful. "Take our _guest_ to her room."

Astrid turned and saw that Fenrir and Hel had joined them in the study at some point. Probably when Loki's anger destroyed it. Fenrir nodded and moved to herd Astrid out the door. Hel assisted her brother. Before the three of them could leave, however, Loki spoke again. "I will… _allow_ you to assist in his rescue. But make no mistake, if you betray me, there is no realm, no barren rock, no _crevice_, where I cannot find you," he warned Astrid.

Astrid nodded nervously and allowed Fenrir and Hel to shepherd her out of the dragon's den. The three of them walked in tense silence through the palace halls until Astrid began to recognize some of her surroundings. That seemed to be Fenrir's cue to begin speaking, though Hel did not share her brother's enthusiasm. "You'll have to forgive our father," Fenrir said. "He has been in quite a mood since Vrangr was lost to us," he added. As if agreeing with his words, the storm outside thundered loudly, shaking the very palace.

Astrid looked skywards, imagining the storm high above the palace. She worried that it would cause the island to fall from the sky. "And it seems your presence has only worsened it," Fenrir commented.

Hel nodded. "The storm has never been this bad, before," she agreed.

That got Astrid's attention. "Wait, what?" Astrid asked.

"Father has been pouring his magic into the storm, in an attempt to prevent what happened in the study from happening on a much grander scale," Hel clarified.

Astrid couldn't believe what they were telling her. Loki, a mere man, was responsible for creating the largest storm she had ever seen?

"Here we are!" Fenrir declared happily. It seemed nothing could upset his mood.

Astrid stood before the door to Hiccup's room. "Father wanted to have to rest in one of the guest rooms but I think pup would have wanted you to stay here, so here you shall stay," Fenrir explained. "I'll have two of my whelps stand guard," he added, stalking off to find his pack. Astrid noted that the palace was larger in Hiccup's wing, allowing Fenrir to move without effort.

Hel seemed to hesitate before she too left. Astrid opened the door and walked inside. Hiccup's room was much the same as it had been before, with one exception. There was an easel standing near his desk, holding up a large canvas. On the canvas was an unfinished painting of herself. Lying discarded on his desk was a palette with paint dried onto it. The scene consisted of little more than Astrid standing in front of a large tree, their home on Alfheim. The tree and the rest of the background were not yet painted, only Astrid herself.

It was a masterpiece in the making, Astrid could tell. Painting, as well as most other arts, were usually done by way of magic than hand. Those that did practice their crafts without magic were usually great masters whose works were regarded as famous. Hiccup had always been artistic, and seeing him practice his talent brought a smile to Astrid's lips.

Astrid was drawn from her observation of the painting by a knock at the door. She gripped the haft of one of her throwing axes. "Come in," she called.

A dark elf woman dressed in servant's attire opened the door and bowed low. The servant's eyes darted from Astrid to the painting, then back to Astrid again. "Your supper, my god," the woman said, gesturing for several more servants to come in from the hallway. Their arms were laden with trays of food and a cask of wine.

Astrid frowned at the way the servant addressed her. The servants quickly deposited Astrid's meal on a large, low table in the center of the room that was surrounded by chairs before leaving, bowing low as they did. The head servant, from what Astrid could tell, hesitated as she left. The woman must have mustered her courage, for she stopped and turned to face Astrid. "Lord Vrangr has only ever treated us with courtesy. You need not want for anything during your stay here," the servant assured her before bowing once again and leaving.

Astrid seemed to finally notice the time. It was late evening. The storm had disrupted her sense of time. She was also quite hungry. After casting countless spells to detect poisons and other toxins, she deemed the food safe to eat. And it was delicious. The chefs were obviously very talented. Astrid decided to retire early for the evening. She was tired from the long journey to Loki's island and wanted to be prepared for whatever came in the morning. She crawled into Hiccup's bed, an ornate four-poster bed with forest green sheets of silk, and sighed in relief.

Sleep never came to her. She laid awake, eyes wide open, thinking of all the possibilities that the future held. It was during one of these thoughts that Astrid felt the familiar pull of the Realm Eternal. She struggled against its pull briefly before recognizing it and allowing it to pull her deeper. In a matter of moments, Astrid was in a vision.

She was on a tundra, a flat expanse of ice and snow that continued for miles. The sky was scarred, a large tear of pitch black marring it. Great fires, hundreds of feet in height, burned on the horizons. It was cold, but not brutally so. That left Astrid with only one conclusion: this was Midgard. She began to walk around, looking for whatever the vision was showing her. Astrid slipped and almost fell, but recovered quickly. She looked down.

The ice was not white nor blue. It was red. Looking around, Astrid could see that the entire tundra was slick with gore, dying the ice crimson. Far to the east there was a great beast's carcass, thousands of feet in length and hundreds in width. Astrid thought it could have been Jörmungandr, but she couldn't be sure, for the beast's head was charred and burnt beyond recognition. Long scars were burnt into its hide that ran the length of its sinuous body.

Astrid moved closer to examine it. As she neared the head, her foot kicked something, eliciting a hollow ringing. Looking down, the source of the sound revealed itself as a warhammer. But not any warhammer. It was Mjölnir, the warhammer of Thor. A few feet away, partially crushed under the beast, was Thor himself. Astrid gasped. He was obviously dead. His skin was ashen and his eyes unseeing. There was a large puncture wound in his shoulder, where a thick, green pus oozed from. The green pus at away at flesh, armor, and ice all the same. It was venom.

Astrid hurriedly backed away and began looking around. If she was here, there had to be a reason. Something more important than Thor's death. Something that had to do with either her, or Hiccup, or both. To the west, Astrid could hear the sounds of metal clashing against metal. It was a raging battle fought between the remnants of two armies. But what drew her attention was a large, half buried ring of wood in the ice. Astrid mentally cursed herself for not noticing it sooner. It was the World Gate, and it had fallen from the heavens.

As Astrid made her way closer and closer to the World Gate, she was forced to step over, and sometimes on, the bodies of the slain. In some places, the dead were stacked upon each other so high that she couldn't see over them. A few bodies in particular stood out to her. Surrounded by hundreds, perhaps thousands, of dead bodies was Fenrir, in his lupine form. He was a wolf easily twenty-five feet in height, weighing at least a thousand pounds. A fully grown man could have been easily swallowed whole judging by the size of his maw.

And he was dead. Fenrir was laying on his belly, arms hanging loosely at his sides. His bestial yellow eyes were milky and glazed over, the light forever extinguished. Looking closer, Astrid immediately saw the wolf's cause of death: his lower jaw was missing. It lay discarded, some feet from his body. Collapsed in front of Fenrir, nearly twenty feet away, was the body of a young man. He was dead, gored by a swipe of the wolf's claws to his chest. Astrid vaguely recognized him from the Grand Magic Games as Vidarr, the son of Odin. Evidently he had killed Fenrir, and then succumbed to his wounds. Laying next to Vidarr was a man's limb, arm and shoulder, as if it had been torn from the body of its owner. There were deep fang marks on the mass of flesh attached to the shoulder. Astrid shivered.

And still Astrid continued on. The bodies were countless, truly innumerable. She saw Freyr, the brother of Freya, dead, impaled upon his own sword. She saw Týr, his body mangled and gored. At his side lay a hound with fur the color of blood, easily as big as Fenrir himself. The hound was dead, Týr's sword thrust through its skull.

Astrid continued on through the bodies. The next body she saw shocked her. It was Loki. He lay on the crimson ice, a small smile on his lips and his hands folded over his chest. His eyes, unlike the others, were closed. His body was covered in wounds, some mundane in nature, some magical. The most severe of which was a large stab wound in his chest, made by a two-handed sword. Looking around, Astrid saw the burnt, charred remains of a person holding a two-handed sword. Their body was desecrated and unrecognizable. Whoever had struck Loki down had paid dearly for it.

Astrid could see two people in the distance, standing before the World Gate. They were too far to make out their identities. It didn't matter, for the next body occupied all of her attention. It was Odin Allfather, the King of Asgard himself. He was missing his right arm, and much of shoulder and neck. Astrid suddenly realized that the arm she had seen lying next to Fenrir had been Odin's. The Allfather's body was covered with cuts, bruises, and burns, but none that would have proved fatal. He must have died from Fenrir's wounds, Astrid concluded. Gungnir was nowhere to be found.

Astrid moved towards the two figures in the distance, standing near the World Gate. She ran as she heard the sound of two raised voices; one male, one female. As she drew nearer, she recognized them. One was Hiccup, one was herself. "Please, _please_, don't do this!" Astrid, the one in the vision, was begging Hiccup.

As Astrid drew nearer to herself, she could see that her future self was covered in wounds. Her right arm was horribly burnt, but would heal in time. Her hand had permanently grasped the haft of a golden greataxe due to the burns, though she did not have the strength, nor musculature, to wield it.

Astrid turned to look at Hiccup. He too was covered in wounds, though not as severely as her future self. In his right hand, he held Allr'bani loosely. It was his eyes that caught her attention. They were the eyes of a dead man. There was no spark of life in them, no hope, no love. "It hurts too much, Astrid. There is just some wounds that time cannot erase. I am the last remnants of the chaos that has torn the realms apart. With my death, there will be peace," Hiccup said flatly. Even his voice was dead.

It was so sudden that Astrid didn't even have time to react. In a quick, preternatural movement, future Hiccup turned the blade of Allr'bani on himself and sunk it into his chest up to the hilt. Astrid, both future and present, screamed. _"Devour,"_ future Hiccup whispered softly, lovingly, thankfully.

Emerald flames sprouted from the wound and consumed Hiccup in their embrace. Future Hiccup gave future Astrid a small, sad smile before his body shattered into green energy and dispersed.

It was like a dagger, white hot and infinitesimally sharp and small, had pierced Astrid's heart, incinerating the very core of her being as the part of her soul in future Hiccup died with him.

Astrid awoke with a scream. Her eyes snapped open, but her vision was white. She arched her back on the bed, clawing at her chest and trying to assuage the all consuming, mind destroying pain she felt ravaging her soul. It was like her very bones were on fire. She didn't feel comfortable in her own skin.

Astrid didn't know how long her torment had lasted. It could have been seconds, it could have been years. When she awoke, two large, hulking men were hovering over her nervously. Fenrir's guards, Astrid assumed. "I'm fine," she managed to wheeze out. The two men shared a nervous look with each other before moving back to their posts outside her door.

Astrid shivered. She was unnaturally cold. She noticed that she had dirtied the sheets with more sweat than she thought one person could produce. Rolling over and pulling a blanket over her body, Astrid stared at the painting of herself that Hiccup had been working on.

Sleep did not find her. She was wide awake, terrified of what nightmares her dreams would take form as. She knew what she saw.

Ragnarök.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Hey guys, sorry for the slightly late update. I took my time with this one because I wanted it to feel just right. We got a lot of things you guys have been asking for, and I hope they lived up to your expectations.

So the internet went down for me for a few hours during the process of writing this chapter. I was inspired to continue working (I do all my writing on Google docs— no internet, no writing), so I decided to try drawing Hiccup as Vrangr. Oh my lord, I am so terrible at drawing. If someone held a gun to my head and told me that I could either draw something halfway decent, or die, I would die. 100%. At first I was like okay, let's be ambitious. Semi-realistic, dark, and gritty Hiccup. We can do this. No, we can't. Okay, let's try cartoon-ish, dark, and gritty. Nope. Can't do that either. Alright, cartoonish, rough drawing of a man who resembles Hiccup? Fucking. Nope. Sigh. I envy people who can draw. My artistic talents in writing do not transfer over to drawing. I was so good in high school too! Then I stopped, went to college, and became total shit. Maybe I just need to practice… who knows.

So, on that vein… if anyone wants to make me fanart, I'll love you. Plus you get mentioned in my Author's Note, like it's some kind of super awesome medal. I offer in-depth, detailed descriptions to anyone who wants to try their hand at drawing a character/scene/place from my story. Feel free to message me!

A lot of people have asked me over the course of this story why I sometimes use archaic and verbose language (i.e., lover instead of boyfriend/girlfriend, I instead of me, etc). I like to write in a way that would feel similar to how medieval dialogue would have taken place. Put simply, a lot of these words were not even invented yet, which made some things hard to describe/transfer over. For example, a lot of times I use "fire blast" or "blast of fire" instead of "plasma blast" for Toothless' dragon breath. This is probably the most common gripe I hear. No one in the Nine Realms knows what a plasma is, and they don't have a word for it. Therefore, I don't use it.

Nágrind — Old Norse for "death-fence," the fence that surrounds the underworld. Also known as Helgrind and Valgrind (slowly but surely I'm tracking down the Norse sources Paolini used in Inheritance cycle). I've taken a little bit of creative liberties and changed the interpretation to mean "prison of the dead." Fence can mean anything designed to contain, and Na is synonymous with the dead (as in the people in the underworld).

Guest — there is good and evil in every race, just because you don't see it doesn't mean it isn't there. If I had to go into detail about every single race to such a degree that we understood their culture, I would never finish writing this story. The Jötnar, for example, are mainly involved in the war because of past slights by Asgard and their love of battle. However, on the flip side, they also value honor, strength, loyalty, and valor. You won't find a Jötnar that will betray their tribe, or shy away from battle for fear of death, or practice trickery and deceit. The Æsir are a force for good among the Nine Realms, they are generous, honorable, and compassionate. They care about the other races, which is why they act as the sort of "world police" and are at war with the Jötnar, dark elves, and Niflungar. On the flip side, they believe themselves above the other races, they are arrogant and conceited. You can see how these two cultures would clash, yes? I hope that makes sense to you.

DragonNut — yes, and no. All legendary weapons are sentient (in some way), provided they are forged in the Star Forge. There are a few that are not, off the top of my head, like Freya's cloak. As they are sentient, they _could_ refuse to be wielded, even by their masters. However, this is extremely unlikely. The enchantments (whatever they may be) that bind such weapons to their masters are generally powerful and permanent. However, they have a choice of whether or not to accept the enchantment. It is during this process that these weapons become intimately familiar with their master's heart, seeing them for who they truly are. You can't lie to them or deceive them, they see you and they decide if you are worthy of being called their master. If they accept you, that's it. They will serve you, and only you, for life (with some notable exceptions, i.e. Tyrfing, etc). _That being said_, Gungnir could reject Odin on grounds that it was for his own good. During this time, Odin would temporarily be unable to use Gungnir, but this would not be a severance of their bond.

Guest — I won't be commenting on anything about the Norns or the Well of Fate. You'll have to suffer until the end of the story to have your questions answered.

Guests — man, everyone really jumped on Hiccup being able to pick up Mjölnir. This is a property I borrowed from Marvel, a worthiness enchantment. Mjölnir prevents itself from being wielded by anyone except those whom it has found worthy, though it calls Thor its master, ultimately. This is the opposite of Allr'bani's enchantment, which binds her solely to Hiccup, and Astrid is "cheating" her enchantment with the soul bond. If anyone unworthy were to try and wield Mjölnir, they would experience very bad things. So, now you guys can fret over why Hiccup is "worthy."

Guest — I'm still undecided on if Astrid's axe's personality will be male or female. Really, I'm still undecided if we are going to meet her axe's personality. I don't think we'll be meeting Mjölnir or Gungnir, either. Update: scratch that. We will meet Astrid's axe, but not Mjölnir or Gungnir. Meeting either of their spirits would require a POV chapter from Thor or Odin, neither of which is likely to happen.

Guest — Immortality is a word that has many definitions. It can be defined as being immune to age and disease, but still susceptible to being murdered. It could be defined as being unable to die except in a certain way, or killed by a certain weapon. Or, in your sense, that death is impossible. Toothless and the others possess biological immortality, a scientific version of the word that implies the first definition: they are immune dying of old age. They are most definitely **not **Eternal (hint hint).

Guest — Yggdrasil's energy does not necessarily equate to dimensional travel. The World Gates are, first and foremost, a piece of magic. It's the energy of Yggdrasil that powers them, allowing dimensional travel to be possible. Portals and dimensional travel is more up the alley of the Veil, and Galmann made extensive use of his power to create rifts across the known realms.

**As always, thanks for reading and I hope you enjoyed. Please leave a review if you have time. Also, to all my guest reviewers, make an account! I can answer your questions in detail via private message.**

**- Musica**


	45. For Whom the Bell Tolls - Part I

**Chapter 45: For Whom the Bell Tolls - Part 1**

by Code Musica

"_And therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; It tolls for thee."_

~ Ernest Hemingway_, For Whom the Bell Tolls_

**A/N:** There is an important author's note at the end of this chapter regarding my upload schedule for the next month. Please read it before asking where updates are.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup was bodily dragged through the halls of his prison, upwards and towards the exit. But it was not freedom he was going to, it was death. He was to be taken to Nágrind, the prison of the dead, final resting place for many lost and tortured souls who answered to dark gods and darker magic.<p>

His retinue of guards, nearly fifty strong, snickered, jeered, and prodded him with their pikes as he was herded like a lamb to the slaughter. Hiccup ignored them, standing tall and proud with his head held high and his back straight. No son of Loki walked to his death meek and cowering. He was a dragon, and a dragon did not die a dog's death.

Eventually, Hiccup came before a large set of double doors made of stone with runes etched into the surface of the rock. Runes of warding; not only to keep out, but to keep in. Runes of pain and suffering, designed to keep any who would escape from fleeing. The guards pushed open the doors, the runes glowing bright blue.

Hiccup hissed in pain as a bright light, the light of the sun, smarted his eyes. He had not seen the light of day in… how long, exactly? He couldn't remember. He thought it might have been a few months, but it could have been more. His eyes had weakened from the constant, perpetual darkness of his prison. The only good thing was that the Allfather had not bothered to torture him. His regenerative abilities had enough time to fully heal him of all his aches and wounds, including his eyesight, which had returned to being sharp and clear.

Hiccup stumbled down the stairs that lay beyond the double doors and into a large courtyard which he had no memory of. In the center was a large sky ship that looked like any other, disguised to hide its true cargo: him. Yet Hiccup could sense, even through his bindings, the arcane power coursing through the timbers of the ship. It was a floating fortress, a prison with wings.

Feeling sprier than he had in weeks, Hiccup started forward towards the ship with a steady gait. He sidestepped a rough jab from behind, without looking. A guard had attempted to prod him with the head of his pike. His precognition had allowed him to see the attack coming with ease. That was another pleasant surprise. Now that he was healed in body, if not in mind, his precognitive abilities were even sharper. He could predict with great accuracy how even the sails on the wings of the sky ship would react to the ever changing wind. Hiccup could only imagine how cheap a victory in battle would be with his newfound ability, but his father had always said, it did not matter if victory was gained by a drop of poison or on the field of combat, victory was victory.

Hiccup was shown to a rather small, dank cell below deck where he was unceremoniously thrown to the ground. A moment later, a barrier of light and runes flared to life, sealing him inside.

"Hopefully we don't crash," Hiccup remarked sarcastically. He doubted his jailers top priority would be to release him. Not that he could save himself, anyway, with his bindings sealing his magic. Hiccup resolved that the first thing he would do upon being free was to destroy the rags that chained him.

A few minutes later, the sky ship shuddered, the runes flaring to life. Hiccup felt gravity pull at him as the ship ascended. He had the vaguest sensation that they were travelling south— towards the World Gate of Asgard. Suddenly, the ship came to a halt. Hiccup could vaguely feel a large amount of arcane energy course through the air. They were opening the World Gate, transferring him to the realm in which Nágrind existed.

After several long minutes, the ship shuddered and began moving forward again. Hiccup felt the fabric of creation unravel as he and the ship were thrown through the planes of dimension. A moment later, the feeling subsided, and smooth sailing reigned. Hiccup sighed, and laid back against the wall of his cell.

Now all he had to do was wait.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid walked among the bookshelves, idly running her fingertips over the spines of the books. She hadn't slept, at all, because of her vision of Ragnarök. Every time she closed her eyes she saw Hiccup sinking the blade of his sword into his chest. She was attempting to find a book to lose herself in, in an attempt to get her thoughts off the future. Neither Loki, nor any of his children, had yet spoken to or summoned her, so she was content to patiently wait.<p>

Most of the books in Hiccup's small library were ancient and antiquated. Written by scholars whose names had been lost to the annals of history. Each described complex and highly theoretical magical laws and spells. There were many books written by Loki himself, handwritten from the looks of it. There were even a few written by Hel, which had surprised Astrid. She idly flipped through a few of them and discovered that Loki's daughter was quite prodigious with magic in her own right. None of them interested her.

What did interest her was the very few books written by Hiccup himself. There were three in total: one relating to the finer points of the mind arts, one describing his foray into illusion magic and his mastery of its control aspect, and the last one was gibberish. Literal gibberish. It looked as if a bird had dipped its claws in ink and scratched at the parchment, then dipped its beak, and pecked at the parchment for good measure. Even the wording on the spine of the book was written in the strange scratches and pecks.

And yet, of the three books, it was the one she was most drawn to. Hiccup was a genius, he wouldn't write a book like this for no reason. Unless it was a trick, a cruel prank to play on whoever browsed his library without his permission. Which was certainly possible, given what Hiccup had told her of Loki. He was quite fond of his tricks. Like father, like son? Maybe.

Astrid sat down at one of Hiccup's desks and flipped open a random page in the book of gibberish. She browsed the markings, flipped a page, and then did it again. She sighed heavily, pushing the book away from her in frustration. There was just _something_ about the markings that she knew she should remember, but didn't. Astrid gave the scratches and pecks a long, piercing look.

Then it clicked. She had seen the markings before. They weren't markings. They were a language. A dead, mystical language that could only be understood by Seers. The language of the birds! Astrid almost tripped over the chair she had been sitting in as she ran to the opposite side of the room where her bags were. She rummaged through them, trying to find the journal Hiccup had gifted to her so long ago. It was near the bottom of her pack, stored in a wooden box that was enchanted to keep it safe. Astrid had read over the journal many times. Most of it consisted of Hiccup's knowledge of Seers and their role in the world, what their powers were, and how they could be used. It also delved, briefly, into the language of the birds, a mystic language that was used to speak prophecy. It also explained a theory that, because of the languages ties to being a Seer, all Seer's had birds as summoning familiars.

Astrid thought Hiccup's theory had proven true. He had his ravens, Astrid had her swans, Odin also had his ravens. Gothi had her Terrors, which were like birds in a way. Astrid remembered a time before the peace with the dragons when gulls and other seabirds would roost on the roof of Gothi's hut. Returning to the desk with the book written in the language of the birds, Astrid flipped to the section of Hiccup's journal that translated Nordic runes into a series of scratches and pecks.

As Astrid read each scratch and peck, and its associated rune, she felt an ancient, primordial magic rearrange itself in her mind. She reigned in her instinct to fight the change in her, trusting that it was her mind becoming accustomed to the language of the birds. When she finished reading Hiccup's journal, she turned back to the book.

She stared at the scratches and pecks, and then before her eyes, the scratches and pecks slowly began to make sense to her. It was the most ridiculous thing Astrid had ever learned or heard of, but it was magic. She flipped back to the front page and beheld the title. _Seers: Speakers of Prophecy and Diviners of the Future_ by Vrangr Lokison.

The next page was a table of contents, displaying all manner of information about Seers. A brief history of Seers. Several chapters translating the language of the birds into elvish, dwarvish, Old Norse, spoken by the Æsir, and Norse, spoken by humans. Extrasensory perception, how one could glean information about a person, object, or location through use of a Seer's vision. Prophecy, how to channel a Seer's gifts to gaze far into the future and speak of things to come. Half the chapter was Hiccup ranting on a tangent about how such prophecies were supposedly gifts from the "gods," where he then ranted about how the Nornir were cruel and vindictive beings who played with the fates of men as if they were puppets. The ways of the Oracle, a sixth sense that allowed a Seer to discern truth from lie. Divination, the way of gazing into things that have happened, things that happen, and things that have yet to pass. The web theory.

Web theory? Astrid lazily turned the pages until she came to the correct chapter. She had never heard Hiccup speak of such a thing. Taking a deep breath, she began reading, imitating Hiccup's slightly nasally tone he got when he was lecturing. _"The future is like a spider's web. At any one moment in time, there exists countless possibilities that could occur. During my visions of the future, I began to see two futures that were closely identical, yet slightly different. When I thought on these differences, one thing came to mind: that, rather than one future being chosen over the other, I was seeing a future in which I had made a choice differently. That is to say, the future changed because of my actions,"_ Astrid read.

"_I have confirmed this theory, which I have come to dub as the Web Theory, several times. But, more interesting than that, I have discovered something else. When attempting to change the future, I could not influence another to do so for me. I, as the Seer, had to act. Thus, I have come to a conclusion that there exists a unique quality in the souls of those who are Seers that is not part of normal mortals. We are able to influence the course of history; not just metaphorically, but literally. Fate does not bind us as it does mere mortals. We are free, truly free, to make our own choices regardless of what the Nornir have decided for us,"_ Astrid continued on.

"_I am unsure why the Nornir have allowed us this freedom. Surely they would seek to control us, as they do all other mortals. It is not a question of if. Therefore, I can only conclude that they are simply unable to do so. For one reason or another, the Nornir cannot control the fates of Seers…"_ Astrid trailed off, as Hiccup launched into another tirade about the tyranny of the Nornir.

It took a minute for the information to sink in. Ragnarök did not have to happen. The future she saw was not set in stone, if Hiccup was right, and she had the utmost faith that he was. Astrid could actively choose events that would lead to Ragnarök either not occurring at all, or occurring very differently. Hiccup did not have to die. No one had to die. She had time to think on why Hiccup had killed himself during the night. His family was dead; Loki and Fenrir during Ragnarök, and presumably his other siblings as well, though she did not see them.

So, the choice was simple. Prevent Loki's family's deaths, and Hiccup would have no reason to kill himself. "Easier said than done…" Astrid grumbled to herself.

Astrid shook her head. She could plot how to change the future later. For now, she needed to ready herself to free Hiccup and save him from his execution. And for that, she needed a weapon. Closing the book and the journal, Astrid walked back to her packs and put the two books at the bottom, where they would be safe. She then turned to the pack where Allr'bani rested.

The sword had refused her every time she attempted to draw it. Sometimes it would simply not be drawn, others she received a burn on her palm for her troubles. Astrid ever so carefully picked up Allr'bani by the scabbard and laid her on the bed. "Alright," she began. "I don't know what I did for you to reject me, but I need your help. _Hiccup_ needs your help. I apologize for any transgressions, so please, help me…"

Astrid reached out with her right hand gingerly, wrapping her fingers around the wired hilt of Allr'bani. When there wasn't any negative reaction, she tightened her grip and drew the sword. The familiar, crystalline echo of the unique metal rang through the room. Astrid gazed upon the blade for a moment, staring at her reflection in the metal. All of a sudden, her reflection shifted, and in its place was a woman with skin the color of the night sky and silvery hair. Her eyes were the same piercing emerald green as Hiccup's, and they bore into her very soul.

A sudden mental intrusion pierced her mind like a needle, and Astrid found herself in her mindscape; endless grassy knolls with a clear blue sky dotted with fluffy white clouds. The derelict statues, remnants from Hiccup's mind, dotted the landscape every few miles. Astrid was forcibly turned around, spun by the shoulders, where she came face to face with a very angry, very upset, Allr'bani.

"How _dare_ you!" Allr'bani hissed, her hand twitching. She barely resisted the temptation to fist her hand and punch Astrid. Her father wouldn't like that, so she refrained. "You were the one that got us into this mess in the first place, and now you expect me to help you get out of it?"

Astrid had no words. "You are the most selfish, mindless, sentimental human I've ever met!" Allr'bani screeched.

"Who— who are you?" Astrid asked.

Allr'bani grit her teeth. With a preternatural draw, she extended her arm. Materializing in her hand was her sword form. Before Astrid could even react, the blade rested against her neck. Astrid raised her hands in surrender as she eyed the sword. Her eyes widened as the implications sunk in. "You're… you're Allr'bani?" Astrid uttered.

Allr'bani raised her chin proudly, as if Astrid had just complimented her. Astrid let out a nervous chuckle as she took in the form of Allr'bani's spirit. She was a tall woman, taller than most men. She was lithe and thin, possessing the wiry musculature of a warrior. And yet, that did nothing to take away from her feminine charm, as she was shapely and buxom. Her skin color was even more pronounced against the grass of Astrid's mindscape. It was the color of the night sky, an alluring shade of black that ensnared the senses and bewitched the mind. Her hair was like starlight, a softly glowing silver. She wore nothing but a dress of forest green that hung to her shins, with splits that ran to her thighs for ease of movement.

All in all, she was hauntingly beautiful, Astrid thought. She also was vaguely aware that Allr'bani was continuing to insult her in a very long tirade of childish name calling. Astrid was slightly infuriated that she was forced to look up to see Allr'bani's face. "I know you might not be pleased with me…" Astrid began, cutting off the tirade.

"Pleased? You think I'm not _pleased_ with you?" Allr'bani hissed menacingly. "You stole my father and gave him to the one man in the nine realms who means him the most harm! I would kill you if it wouldn't upset my father so!"

Astrid was about to defend Odin, when she remembered what Thor had claimed his father had done to him. She promptly shut her mouth. "I know, and now I'm going to right past wrongs and rescue him, and for that I need—" Astrid began.

"Need my help, I know!" Allr'bani snapped. Astrid got the distinct impression that while Allr'bani may appear physically in her twenties, she was mentally much younger. An aura of childishness and willfulness surrounded Allr'bani.

"Just, temporarily, put aside our differences. Once Hiccup is safe, you don't have to let me wield you, but until then…" Astrid offered.

Allr'bani grumbled and crossed her arms, the physical manifestation of her sword dissolving into emerald flame and dissipating. _Very childish_, Astrid thought. Allr'bani began to whine under her breath for a few moments before making up her mind. "Fine! But the moment father and I are reunited, we're through! You're unworthy to wield me in every way, I detest how you've cheated the enchantment," Allr'bani said through grit teeth.

Astrid's brows narrowed. "Unworthy? I didn't cheat anything," she said pointedly.

Allr'bani's eyes, which Astrid noted bared a striking resemblance to Hiccup's own, crackled with energy. "You're unfit to be father's equal. You are weaker than him in mind and magic, less intelligent, arrogant, and foolhardy. Worst of all, your power is not even your own. Everything you know, my father has taught you. The power that Yggdrasil endowed you with was not earned, but given. You didn't work to become his equal, you didn't suffer as he did. You don't even have a legendary weapon to call your own, and you cheat the enchantment tethering me to father using your soul bond," Allr'bani said with delight, relishing in the chance to point out Astrid's flaws.

Astrid seethed, but restrained her temper. She couldn't afford to go into the upcoming battle without Allr'bani. If nothing else, she was right. She needed her own weapon. She couldn't borrow Hiccup's sword forever, and even if she could, she wouldn't want to. Allr'bani was quickly wearing on her nerves.

"Why do you call him father?" Astrid managed to spit out, instead of the insult she had been thinking of.

Allr'bani sneered at her. "You call the ones who made you mother and father, yes? I thought it was simple enough for even you to understand. Father made me, therefore, he is my father, and I, his daughter," she explained.

Astrid sighed heavily and closed her eyes. When she reopened them, she was back in Hiccup's room, holding Allr'bani aloft. She sheathed the sword and set it against the end table before flopping onto the bed.

Unlike before, sleep came easy to her. She did not dream of Ragnarök, and instead, dreamed of the future she wished to shape.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Nágrind was impressive, Hiccup admitted to himself. It was an island fortress, built upon natural fortification rather than manmade. Sheer rock, thousands of feet high, protected it from every direction. The only entrance was a half-moon bay that allowed ships to dock. Surrounding the bay were hundreds of siege weapons with a battalion to man each. Between the bay and the actual fortress was a wasteland of rock and dead trees that stretched for hundreds of feet. That, in turn, led to a set of stairs, which his jailers took all too much pleasure in making him climb, that extended up the entire height of the several thousand foot crags. At the very top was a fortress made from solid mithril, enchanted with runes to seal and contain. Along the crags were more siege weapons, used to rain down death upon whoever sieged the stairs.<p>

In Hiccup's opinion, it was nigh impenetrable. The only easy, and he used that term lightly, way to assault the prison was to fly in from above, which required dragons. That was a death sentence for both dragon and rider. Ballista bolts would blot out the sun as they fired upon any trying to siege from the sky.

His accommodations were even worse than before, if such a thing were possible. Prisoners of Nágrind were given no bed or any other comforts, nor were they allowed a waste bucket or any other personal hygiene facilities. Hiccup had gotten very intimate with his five foot square cell of hard, cold rock.

The worst was the smell. It was not the smell of death, or fear, or human waste. It was the smell of madness. The men and women that Nágrind harbored were shells of their former selves, degraded and deteriorated by the madness of the prison until there was nothing left. The prisoners moaned and spoke in tongues not used in any realm, by any races. They scratched writings into the stone with their fingernails in a language that did not exist. They painted the walls and ceiling with their own blood.

Hiccup didn't know how long his sanity could withstand being imprisoned in Nágrind. Death was, almost, preferable.

Hiccup hadn't seen another living soul, or sane one, for that matter, in days. He was not fed, nor given any water. He supposed that the walking dead did not require sustenance, in the eyes of the Æsir.

When Hiccup heard the jingle of keys outside his door, he knew it was time. His cell door opened up, revealing one of his guards. It was his original jailer, the one he had first met upon waking. Hiccup was slightly comforted by that, though he knew he shouldn't be. The man was dressed not in his formal uniform, but in armor, and was armed with a sword, a round shield, and a pike. His lips were drawn, his brows narrowed, and his face pale. He reeked of fear.

"So," Hiccup said quietly, as he stood from the floor. "It's time."

The guard nervously nodded, obviously too afraid to speak. Soon, he would experience the horrors of war. And not Hiccup's war, but Loki's war. His father would show no mercy. Hiccup felt pity for the man. He had been his jailer, true, but he had taken good care of him, or as good of care as a war criminal could be. He didn't deserve to die. He was simply on the wrong side.

Hiccup trudged over to the door with heavy feet, and his guard stepped aside to allow him into the hallway. "If it is any consolation, I hope you survive," Hiccup said quietly. The guard swallowed nervously and motioned for Hiccup to move down the hallway. A few of his fellows fell in line behind him, making sure that nothing went awry.

He was led to a set of stairs that led to the crags overlooking the wasteland between the bay and the prison. A wooden platform had been constructed, oddly reminiscent of a gallows. There, at the head of the gallows, was a large stone block the color of crimson. Even from a distance, Hiccup could see deep cuts in the stone. Resting next to the stone was a man garbed in black, wielding a large two-handed axe. "Decapitation, how original," Hiccup remarked sarcastically under his breath. A few of the guards overheard him, but found no humor in the statement. None of them believed Loki would give up the life of one of his sons without a fight. Even if they killed Hiccup, they still might die this day.

Below him, along the crags of the bay and standing in formation in the wasteland between the bay and the fortress, were thousands, no, hundreds of thousands of warriors. The combined might of Asgard, Alfheim, Nidavellir, and Vanaheim. Hiccup could make out a few of the warriors. Dagur, keeper of time, responsible for the clocks and calendars. Hiccup didn't like the man on principle; he shared the same name as Dagur the Deranged. Forseti, one of the judges, who had also sentenced him to die. There was Frigg's handmaidens: Eir and Hlin. Freyr and Freya, of course. The twins were never far from each other. Hiccup could just make out the golden armor and two-handed greatsword of Heimdall. Týr was there, too, with a scowl on his face. He was idly rubbing the wrist of his missing hand. Maybe he would lose the other one to Fenrir, too?

There were more, still. Innumerable mighty warriors from all four realms come to stand against the tide of chaos. Hiccup was shepherded up the stone, where his knees were rudely kicked, forcing him to kneel. A large, floating communications crystal floated in the air in front of Hiccup, showing his execution to the world. This was what happened to those that stood against the might of Asgard. This was what happened to those who sided with the Betrayer, Loki. This was what happened to those who let evil govern their hearts.

And, for a long time, nothing happened.

The waiting was the worst, Hiccup decided. Death, he could handle. Accept, even. Waiting for hours on end with the executioner's axe _literally _looming overhead? That he could not take. Hiccup spent his time gazing upon the tumultuous waves in the bay, idly watching as the tide forced the ocean to go higher and higher, trying to calm himself. For a moment, the thought that yes, maybe Loki would allow his son to die, crossed the minds of all present.

It was a foolish thought. A thick fog rolled across the horizon, encroaching upon the island prison. Nágrind grew silent in solemn appreciation of the battle to come. From within the fog, vague outlines of ships began to form.

Hiccup heard footsteps behind him. He turned his head and saw the rulers of the realms: Odin, King of Asgard; Njördr, King of Vanaheim; and Ragnarr, King of Nidavellir. Auriel, or her representative, were strangely absent, yet their warriors fought in the army all the same.

The tide rose higher, to levels unseen before. Mouths were parted in silent gasps, and eyes were wide with disbelief. Hiccup turned his gaze to the horizon. The fog dissipated, and in its place, were thousands, tens of thousands, of ships. The ocean rose not with the tide, but with the displacement of water as more and more ships set sail.

A strange darkness overtook the land. Hiccup looked up. In equal number, tens of thousands of sky ships sailed through the sky, blotting out the sun, and casting Nágrind into a twilight of half day, half night.

Across the nine realms, survivors of the war were baffled. The elven resistance on Alfheim watched as every dark elf marched through the World Gate, leaving their realm. The dwarves watched as the frost giants retreated, returning to their sky ships and going back to whence they came.

The silence was loud as every man and women went quiet in terror as the full might of Loki's army was brought to bear against them; a million warriors strong, and counting. Loki had emptied all of Jötunheim, Svartalfheim, Muspelheim, and Niflheim for a battle not seen since the dawn of creation.

Quiet gasps of disbelief and horror rang out among the forces of Asgard. It was music to Hiccup's ears. Odin stepped forward, and with a wave of his hand, deactivated the communication crystal. It had served its purpose. Whatever the outcome of this battle, the people did not need to see it.

From within the ranks of the ships in the sea, a single one stood out from the rest. It was at the fore of the formation, with black sails and made of dead, gray colored timber. At the bow of the ship, in plain sight for all to see, stood Loki, Harbinger of Ragnarök and the greatest threat the realms had ever known. He was garbed in a regal set of armor, dark black leather with gold metal trim, wearing a dark, forest green cloak. Upon his head sat a helm of gold with two long, thin horns stretching back over them. It was ornamental, almost crown-like in appearance.

Finally, Loki broke the silence. "Bring me my son," he said, his voice low and even, rumbling and echoing over the ocean like thunder. His army roared and cheered, slamming weapons against shields and stamping their feet against the decks of their ships. The sound shook the very island of Nágrind.

The ships, in the sky and in the sea, began to surge forward. Leading the charge was Fenrir, his lupine form beginning to show through as he turned more beast than man. Behind him, aboard his ship, his fellows did the same. Largest among the wolves were Sköll and Hati, Fenrir's sons, who were frothing at the bit for battle. They could smell their nemeses, Sól and Máni, among the army of Asgard.

Hiccup turned his head as Njördr, King of Vanaheim, stepped forward and raised his hands to the heavens. Suddenly clenching his fists, he roared, "I am the Sea!"

From behind Nágrind, the ocean began to swell, as two tidal waves began to form. The waves surged forward, growing in height as they travelled, passing by the island harmlessly. They grew and grew, until they were thousands of feet in height, threatening to crush the approaching ships and sweep them back out to sea.

Loki sneered. With nothing more than a sharp exhale, a wave of pure magic coursed through the air, expanding outwards and carrying with it the essence of ice. The waves, and the surrounding ocean for one hundred leagues, was frozen solid in an instant. "No fear, no doubt; kill them all," Loki commanded, his voice echoing across the now frozen sea.

Warriors whose ships had been caught in the ice disembarked, leaping over the side and breaking into a sprint towards the island. Those whose ships remained free anchored near the ice and began doing the same. From above, the sky ships drew closer and closer.

Fenrir and his brood were leading the charge, running on all fours more often than two. Archers and mages posted on the sky ships above readied their own assault as they came into range.

Odin looked down from the platform and gave a single, terse nod to one of his commanders. The call of "Archers, draw!" echoed across the bay.

Turning his head, Odin gave another commander another nod. "Catapults, load," the commander bellowed, as men hoisted colossal boulders into the siege weapons. "Someone, start chipping away at that ice! We'll need more projectiles by the time this war is over!"

Odin raised his fist and waited. His commanders all turned to watch, their eyes unblinking. Fenrir and his brood broke away from the rest of the army, unrelenting in their feral charge. They crossed the invisible threshold that marked them within range of their siege weapons. Odin waited. After a few more seconds, the first wave of Jötnar crossed the same threshold, their height giving them an advantage in speed. Several tens of feet behind them were the dark elves and Niflungr. Odin dropped his fist. "Fire!" the commanders shouted, the call echoing down each wing of the bay. Arrows were loosed, catapults threw their projectiles, and spells were unleashed.

Fenrir weaved through the storm of arrows and spells with a feral, animalistic grace that a creature his size should not possess. Behind him, Sköll and Hati mirrored their father. The others were not so fortunate. Scores of men and wolves were impaled by arrows, or suffered from spellfire.

And they did not falter. The wolves howled in fury, and the Jötnar roared battle cries, eager to spill the blood of their enemies. It was as if they were not even aware of their own injuries. "They do not feel pain!" Odin roared, his voice echoing over the battlefield. "Cut off their heads, or pierce their hearts!" The Allfather cursed his son's meddling with the sanctity of life. Some things were not meant to be altered so.

Loki's retaliation was swift and devastating. Arrows and spells rained down from the sky ships above. The defenders raised their shields and cast spells of warding and shielding. Some held better than others. Hlin, handmaiden of Frigg, managed to shield a large portion of the men under her command. Others were not so fortunate. Men died in droves, impaled by arrows or from dark magic. Unlike the Æsir, Loki and his warriors were not limited in their repertoire of spells. One warrior caught a dark purple, sludge colored spell in the shoulder. She erupted, spilling her blood and innards and covering her comrades in gore.

"Catapults, aim for the sky ships!" Odin commanded, pointing the head of Gungnir skyward. The catapults swivelled and began to reload. "Týr, take your men and keep them from scaling the walls!"

Týr nodded grimly, gripping the hilt of his massive sword with his one, good hand. He would have his revenge for Fenrir eating his other, or he would die. Secret passages in the rock opened, allowing Týr and his men to drop down onto the ice. "Form up into lines!" Týr barked, swinging his sword threateningly. "Lock shields!" Týr's men locked their square shields, forming a wall of steel. The men behind the shield wall hefted their spears and angled them forward, ready to impale any who charged their formation.

Fenrir was drawn to the feast set out before him. He howled in bestial delight and charged, eager to kill his enemies. Týr's men steeled themselves, readying for the melee. Arrows and spellfire continued to rain down upon Fenrir and his forces to no avail. The men felt the cold bite of fear in their chests as Fenrir came closer and closer, and the wolf's true size became apparent. A grown man could walk between his legs without difficulty, just as easily as Fenrir could swallow them whole.

The line began to break. "Hold!" Týr commanded, prodding a man with the point of his sword as he stumbled backwards and away from the battle.

Fenrir cleared the shield wall and pikemen with a single bound. He landed on top of men, crushing them under his weight. With delight, he swung a paw in a wide arc towards the first defenders. His claws cut through shield, armor, flesh, and bone alike. Behind him, Fenrir could hear his sons following his lead. The rest of his brood, and the Jötnar, collided with the shield wall.

Fenrir unleashed a howl of fury and triumph. He was silenced as Týr charged him, brandishing his sword, a look of righteous anger on his face.

Meanwhile, catapults hurled boulders and massive chunks of ice skyward, aiming to send Loki's sky ships falling from the heavens. Shields flared to life, deflecting the projectiles. Without magic, they would not fall. Commanding the fleet was Narfi. He was not used to leading such a force, but the sky was where he could do the most damage.

Walking out onto the bow of his ship, he disrobed, casting his tunic off. With a grunt of pain, he fell to his knees. The muscles in his back writhed and contorted as he remoulded his body. From his back sprouted six arms, each possessing two joints instead of one, allowing them a greater, unnatural range. The bones in his arms shattered and reformed, the shards breaking flesh and emerging from his limbs. Hot blood dripped flowed down Narfi's chest and a cackle, he unleashed explosive arrows made of his own bone.

The shards of bone shot forward, trailed by a stream of fire. The arrows struck the stone crags surrounding the bay, erupting into explosions of heat and fire. Those caught in the blast were incinerated, for few had the magical strength needed to create a shield strong enough to resist Narfi's power.

The sky ships under his commanded loosed arrows and unleashed bolts of lightning, waves of flame, spears of ice, and blades of compressed air. The air was alight with the colors of magic as offensive spells collided with defensive ones.

Odin turned, looking back into the hallway from whence he and the other rules came. "Send out your riders," he said.

Frode, Grandmaster of the Order of Dragon Knights, nodded and stalked back down the hallway towards the lower levels of the prison, where the knights of the Order were preparing for battle.

Through a secret cavern, the riders of the Order took to the skies. Elves, dwarves, Æsir, and even several Vanir were mounted upon dragons of every species; Nightmares, Gronckles, Hotburples, Whispering Deaths, Nadders, Rumblehorns, Stormcutters, Boneknappers, Changewings, Zipplebacks, and even a Skrill.

"Riders, dead ahead!" Narfi yelled, pointing two of his arms forward and launching a barrage of explosive bone arrows. The fleet turned their arrows and magic upon the approaching riders. Wards flared to life, protecting the dragons and their partners, as they descended upon the fleet. Dragons snarled and roared, sending blasts of fire, acid, poison, and molten metal towards the enemies of their riders.

Ships fell from the sky like rain, their sailors screaming in terror as they fell to the frozen ocean below. "Focus on your shields! Don't let them shoot you down!" Narfi commanded. An elven rider atop a Changewing appeared suddenly, no more than three feet away from him. It had snuck up on him by using its natural camouflage. The elf thrusted a glaive forward in an arcing cleave, intending to decapitate the spawn of Loki.

Narfi bent backwards, his spine arching in an inhuman way. It looked as if a giant had folded him in half. Using his skull to balance himself, Narfi kicked out with his legs, instantly shifting the bone structure of his feet to become blades. The makeshift swords cut through the webbing of the Changewing's wings, causing the dragon to cry out in pain. The elven rider leapt from his dragon, gliding through the air and towards Narfi, seeking to cut him down. For his troubles, the rider caught a bone arrow in the chest, turning him to a fine spray of red mist.

The rider's dragon roared in pain and righteous fury, charging Narfi and spitting acid. From the base of Narfi's spine, a tail of bone, razor sharp, emerged. He sidestepped the raging dragon and lopped its head off in the same motion.

The crew of Narfi's ship was awestruck at their commanders prowess. "Get back to work!" Narfi snapped. He was covered in gore, the picture of war. The men went back to work with newfound determination.

Back on the ground, the battle faltered as the ice shuddered. Both sides were about to begin the battle anew when the ice shuddered again. Fenrir, Sköll, and Hati knew better. Their bestial instincts were screaming at them. Something was coming.

A portion of the ice shattered and erupted. Emerging from the ice was a titanic Bewilderbeast, the size of which none had seen in an age. Riding atop its head was Frode, Grandmaster of the Order, garbed in fine golden armor wielding an eery bastard sword that was clear as a mountain spring. Only the presence of light illuminated the blade, else many would have thought him wielding only a hilt.

Loki frowned in displeasure. He had hoped the ice would prevent the Grandmaster's monstrosity from entering the battlefield. "Hel, now," he commanded quietly.

High above the battlefield, even higher than the fleet of sky ships and dragons, the air shimmered. Emerging from thin air was a large, sleek black dragon. On its back was Hel, a maniacal grin on her lips. Toothless roared, the distinctive screech of a Night Fury piercing the air.

"Night Fury!" men screamed in terror on the ground. Frode and his Bewilderbeast only managed to turn their heads before a blast of violet fire assaulted them, sending a shockwave echoing across the battlefield. The Bewilderbeast roared in pain, rearing up onto its back legs. Hel cackled madly, weaving her fingers faster than the eye could see, weaving a web of indestructible fibers made of magic that bound the Bewilderbeast's horns to its forelegs. When the great dragon landed back on its feet, it began to lose its footing.

Loki smirked. "Fenrir, push forward. Close in on Vrangr," he commanded, speaking directly to his son's mind.

Fenrir howled in excitement. The ice was slick with gore, blood, organs, and severed limbs creating a macabre obstacle course. Only Fenrir and his wolves were able to push forward, the other men not being able to stay on their feet unless they cleared the path first. "With me!" Fenrir snarled, breaking into a sprint on all fours towards Hiccup.

"No you don't!" Týr growled, a large gash running down his face that obscured part of his vision.

Fenrir laughed wolfishly. "You have more important matters to deal with. We will settle our grudge next we meet," Fenrir growled.

Týr felt the hairs on the back of his neck raise. Turning, he saw a wolf. It was not a wolf that could exist in reality, for it was spawned from the very depths of his nightmares, crawling forth from Helheim itself, more monstrous than Fenrir could ever be. "Behold, nightmare," Loki whispered as his illusion took hold. He could not allow his son to be held back by some mere mortal with a grudge.

Fenrir and his wolves made progress, cutting a bloody swathe through the ranks of the Æsir defenders, slowly working their way towards the platform where Hiccup watched the battle unfold. "All this death for you, boy. Their blood is on your hands," Odin said, standing near Hiccup.

Hiccup didn't even turn his head to recognize the Allfather. "If I die here, then it will be a death worthy of legend. A martyr for the cause," Hiccup responded. Odin said nothing.

Loki kept one eye focussed on Hiccup the entire battle, and he would continue to do so. If he thought for even a moment there was a danger to him, he would take to the field himself. He wanted to avoid such a thing for as long as possible. A battle between him and his father would result in the destruction of Nágrind, killing many on his side in the process. Both of them knew that, which was why they delegated themselves to overseeing the battle. Loki would only fight if he had no other choice.

The battle raged. Fenrir and his wolves were the spearhead of the battle, surrounding on all sides. The Jötnar and dark elves fought the Æsir army in a melee, all semblance of military discipline forgotten. Dragons and sky ships clashed above; timber falling from the heaven more often than the blood of dragons. Hel and Toothless fought Frode and his Bewilderbeast near the far western side of the battle, near the edge of the bay. Theirs was the battle of legend, great blasts of rime and fire and magical duels.

For one long, bloody hour, the battle was even. Then the defenders began to rally and push back Loki and his army. They had the advantage in terrain and were well fortified, and not easily pushed back. Their siege weapons continued to rain down chunks of ice, as they had long ago ran out of stone boulders. Archers ran out of arrows, and more were being fletched by supporting members of the army.

Loki scowled. Fenrir and his wolves were down to half their numbers, surrounded on all sides with no way to retreat. Their progress had been halted, and thus, Hiccup was still far from rescue. Toothless and Hel could not come to their rescue, as they were locked in mortal combat with Frode and his Bewilderbeast. Narfi was commanding the fleet of sky ships above, dealing with the army of the Order. For every dragon and rider that perished, one hundred sky ships fell from the heavens. It was a costly battle. Loki considered his options. He could not afford to reveal either of his trump cards, not yet, at least. That left him only one option.

To fight. Fenrir was close enough that if Loki gave him an opportunity, and lured away the Allfather, he could rescue Hiccup. With their mission accomplished, there would be no more reason to continue the battle.

Loki leapt forward, clearing the distance between his ship and the front lines in a single bound. Warriors ceased fighting, shock evident on their faces. With slight of hand, Loki produced two short swords from thin air. They were longer than a dagger, yet shorter than any sword. The blades were serrated, made for cutting and hacking. The swords tapered to a point fine as any needle.

Loki was _fast_. His enhancement magic was potent, allowing him to reach speeds unheard of for magus not talented in that branch of magic. Before the Æsir army even understood that they were being attacked, Loki had slit the throat of no less than fifteen warriors. Their bodies wandered the battlefield, their minds not realizing they were already dead. Æsir, Vanir, elves, and dwarves roared battle cries, brandishing their weapons and charging their mortal enemy.

Loki went faster still. He was a phantom, dancing among the bodies, not a drop of blood marring his appearance. He appeared, killed, and was gone again before the gore could dirty him. One man, two men, ten men, fifty men. All fell before Loki's blade. The Jötnar and dark elves rallied, crying out in victory.

Men rushed Loki in hordes now, fighting twenty against one. Loki's body was a blur, often appearing to have four heads and eight arms as he cut them down, slitting their throats, gouging their eyes, or slicing their tendons only to give them the coup de grace a moment later. One Æsir stepped forward, arcane energy crackling up and down his arms and across his fingertips. He poured all of his being into his magic and conjured forth a bolt of lightning that thundered towards Loki. His fellows cleared a path, barely staying clear of the deadly spell.

Loki sneered. How dare such a lesser being raise magic against _him_? He did nothing. The bolt of lightning struck him square in the chest, dissipating harmlessly. The battlefield was silent, for but a moment. Loki raised his arm, pointing an index finger at the man who had attacked him. Sickly green energy danced across his fingers. He sent the spell back, charged with the power of a thousand times the original. Loki's lightning was faster than human thought, turning the bodies of all those in the way into charred statues.

A gentle breeze drifted across the icy battlefield, disturbing the charred statues and turning them to ash. And yet, the original caster remained unharmed. Loki approached him. The man was weak in the knees, trembling in terror. The leather of his breeches darkened as he soiled himself.

Loki gripped the man by his throat, lifting him into the air with one arm and strangling him. "You dare to challenge me to a contest of the arcane, you mewling quim?" Loki sneered. With a simple flick of his wrist, he snapped the man's neck.

Before the man's corpse could fall to the ice, Loki was knocked backwards by a compressed gust of wind. He recovered instantly, sliding across the ice with inhuman grace nearly three hundred feet.

The earlier fear felt by the Æsir army turned to grim hope as Heimdall, guardian of Asgard, stepped forward and brandished his two-handed greatsword. He was clad in his golden armor, wearing a helmet with two upturned horns. His golden eyes never left Loki, watchful for any deceit.

Loki grinned savagely. "Water!" Heimdall barked, beginning the process of conjuring water from the atmosphere. The men lagged behind. Those who had a natural talent in the conjuration and control of water stepped forward, summoning the liquid.

Loki took a deep breath, his chest cavity filling with air. He exhaled. A sea of fire left Loki's lips, nearly a mile wide, consuming everything in its path. The cold knife of fear pierced the chests of the Æsir army as they redoubled their efforts to conjure water. The two elements collided, natural enemies. Loki's fire against an army of hundred's water. Eventually, water won out. A thick cloud of steam enveloped the battlefield, obscuring everything from view. All was silent.

"There!" a man called out, pointing skyward. There, in the fog, was Loki, jumping into the fray. Dark shadows followed him. The shadows revealed themselves as colossal balls of fire. Before jumping, Loki had breathed countless hundreds of fireballs into the air.

The fireballs crashed into the ranks of the army, exploding into great columns of fire and incinerating any caught in the blast. The resulting explosions blew away the steam, clearing the battlefield.

What was left was a much more favorable battle for the Jötnar and the dark elves. Loki grinned, pleased with his efforts. Heimdall stepped forward to duel his nemesis, while Odin moved to join the fray. Heimdall would not stand against Loki for long without aid. The Æsir army could feel their defeat in the air. Their morale was flagging, threatening to collapse. They needed reinforcements.

And reinforcements came. From the sky, a loud roar echoed across the island of Nágrind. It was equal parts draconic and human in nature, full of anger and eagerness. The source of the roar collided with the ice with a thunderous boom, causing shards of ice and water to spray into the air, momentarily shrouding them from view.

When the debris settled, it was to a sight for sore eyes. Astrid and Stormfly, Sigrid and Hlif, Thor and Duna, Agvior and Gullhyrndr, Auriel, and Agni stood, ready to take on the world. Looming over them was Taf, the troll. The Æsir were so relieved to see familiar faces that they didn't even recognize the frost giant towering over their heroes. The army raised their weapons and cheered.

"No! You fools!" Odin cried out.

His words came too late. Together, the four dragons turned on their former allies and unleashed fire and lightning.

Reinforcements had arrived.

They were Loki's.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

HTTK will be going on break after this chapter, with the next chapter being uploaded in approximately two to three weeks time. I may or may not finish the chapter before then, in which case I will post it, but if not, don't expect anything.

Fanart — KeGzZ has come through again with another awesome piece of fanart, this time depicting Hiccup's sword, Allr'bani. It's soooo gooood. Go check them out on Tumblr, you can find a link to it by checking my profile where I've reblogged it to my Tumblr. Allr'bani is one of my favorite characters that I've created, second only to a character I have in mind for the sequel (which I've already hinted at… no one caught it, either).

Fanart — In addition, "Dragonslayer171" on DeviantArt has finished his/her fanart of Hiccup, Toothless, Astrid, and Stormfly (all suited in their armor). Check out their profile on DeviantArt and take a look! It's _really_ good.

I was asked by a reader why, during Hiccup's and Astrid's fight during _Hiccup's Ambition_, did their eyes glow. This was actually a really good question, so I've decided to expand upon it here. As some have pointed out, both Hiccup and Astrid had glowing eyes at one point during the battle despite using different powers (Hiccup, Allr'bani; Astrid, Yggdrasil). This was by design, as the reason is one in the same. The glowing eyes are a shared characteristic by all beings who become powerful enough to reach the critical point, a scientific term borrowed from thermodynamics. Make of that what you will.

Guest asking about Baldr — Baldr was not used to being denied anything because of his beauty. In Norse mythos, it is said that he is "the most fairest spoken and gracious" and that "none may gainsay his judgements" (he was a god of justice, like Týr and Forseti). In my canon, I've reimagined him as sort of an arrogant, pompous prince who has let his beauty and power go to his head. When Baldr approached a woman, he was not used to being denied in his advances. He was beautiful, a prince, and had much sway within the courts. He had droves of women to bed. Therefore, when he approached Sigyn and was rejected (Sigyn's heart belonged solely to Loki), he took it rather badly, thinking that Sigyn thought Loki better than him (remember, his original purpose was to seduce Sigyn and steal her from Loki). It was implied, and I didn't specifically state it to avoid rating issues, but he raped her, which was a semi-common thing in Norse mythos. This led to Loki's "fall" from grace and becoming the harbinger of Ragnarök.

Curious — The reason my story is called "Hail to the King" will be revealed in the final chapter. It's a slow, slow burn. You're not the first person to ask, don't worry.

Confused — Hiccup can make any part of him "intangible" by simply willing that part of his body to exist more in the Veil than in the material dimension. So he is able to make his body fully intangible, or simply a hand. He had to make himself physical to attack _with magic. _This is the notable exception to the Veil's power. Due to the intense concentration required to micromanage your body's physical state, it is extremely difficult to use magic whilst simultaneously being "intangible." There is also one other caveat to this, that will be explained… shortly? (Also, I think I fucked up the scene with Eret and Hiccup… if so, just pretend I didn't. The Veil was still in development at that time, and I had yet to iron out the rules. Just one of the many things I'll need to iron out if/when I do the re-write.)

**As always, thanks for reading, and I hope you guys enjoyed. Please leave a review if you feel like it, and I encourage all my guest readers to make accounts.**

**- Musica**


	46. For Whom the Bell Tolls - Part II

**Chapter 46: For Whom the Bell Tolls — Part II**

by Code Musica

"_And therefore, never send to know for whom the bell tolls; It tolls for thee."_

~ Ernest Hemingway, _For Whom the Bell Tolls_

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid leapt from Stormfly's saddle and drew Allr'bani. Thankfully, the sword allowed herself to be drawn, much to Astrid's relief. "Now!" Astrid yelled.<p>

They had landed in the middle of the fray, enemies on every side with no one to assist them. A few hundred feet in front of them Astrid could make out the lumbering, fur covered forms of Fenrir and his wolves in a similar situation.

Stormfly, Hlif, Duna, and Gullhyrndr opened their maws, spewing fire and lightning. The dragon's breath cleared a path in front of them, incinerating and burning away any who were in the blast. No common warrior's magic could withstand the might of four fully grown bonded dragons.

It took a moment for the Æsir army to realize that Astrid and her company were not there to aid them, but to finish them. A dwarven warrior hammered on his round shield with his warhammer, roaring a battle cry, and charged the group from behind. His comrades followed him, brandishing their weapons. Taf turned at hearing the group of charging dwarves and, using his troll strength, swung his tree trunk in a low sweep, sending the dwarves flying.

For the first time, many on the battlefield realized that a troll was in their midst. A group of elven archers drew their bows, nocking an arrow and aiming at the largest target. Before they could release, Astrid appeared before them in a blur of speed and cut the limbs of their bows in one mighty swing of Allr'bani. She followed the slash up with a spinning kick that knocked the archers unconscious, or similarly incapacitated them. She would prefer not to kill her former allies, but she would if it meant saving Hiccup's life.

"Let's go!" Astrid called. Behind her, Sigrid had just finished dueling another dwarf. She hefted her warhammer, lifting it off her opponent's mangled sword arm. Agvior and Thor were similarly engaged, and finishing their own small battles. Auriel remained in the center of their formation, saving her strength for when the group needed it. Agni was close at hand, flames licking at his fists, ready to defend her at a moment's notice.

The group ran forward, running after their dragons, which were stampeding forward, clearing a path with fire, fang, and claw. Stormfly swung her tail, sending a barrage of spikes forward, toward the enemy lines. The spikes shuddered mid air and stilled in an instant as they were caught by magic. Stormfly squawked in alarm and readied herself to pounce on the enemy spellcaster. The enemy ranks split, wide enough to allow a single man through. The thud of metal on ice alerted Astrid to the presence of their enemy.

Odin Allfather emerged from the ranks, his spear held in his right hand. The butt of the spear resting on the ice, melting it and leaving a small crater of water where it struck. Astrid could feel Allr'bani grow hot in her hand. Astrid's eyes flickered over to where Toothless and Hel were doing battle with Frode and his Bewilderbeast. _"Go and help Toothless,"_ Astrid told Stormfly.

Stormfly growled menacingly but took flight, as did the other dragons. _"Be safe, hatchling,"_ Stormfly warned in parting.

"I will," Astrid said aloud.

"_Dodge,"_ Allr'bani commanded, speaking into Astrid's mind. The intrusion made Astrid's skin crawl, but she obeyed. She could sense the urgency, the truth, in the sword's words. Astrid stepped to the side and narrowly avoided the large form of a Vanir man garbed in armor the color of gold that had been bodily thrown, skidding across the ice. A moment later, a large two-handed greatsword sunk into the ice several feet from the recovering warrior.

Astrid's eyes flickered back to see Loki slink forward, his footsteps silent and confident as he strolled across the ice. "You shouldn't have fought him alone, Heimdall," Odin decreed.

"Apologies, my king," the Vanir man, Heimdall, said, dusting off snow and ice as he recovered his sword.

Loki stood next to Astrid, facing his father and nemesis. "Go," he commanded. "Rescue Vrangr. I will handle them."

Astrid didn't argue. "Come on," she said, her friends following her forward, deeper into the fray where there were more enemies than allies. Only Fenrir, his sons, and the elite wolves of his pack still survived. Sköll and Hati were engaged in a fierce battle with their nemeses, Sól and Máni. Their fight was one of fire and water against the primal ferocity of the sons of Fenrir. Astrid knocked a Æsir man unconscious with the flat of Allr'bani and moved forward. She felt obligated to help Fenrir, as Hiccup would loathe to see his brother harmed, but Hiccup himself came first. Once he was freed, she could go back and help the others.

Astrid looked to her left, making sure her friends were still behind her. Sigrid was spinning her warhammer, creating a whirlwind of steel that smote all who challenged it. Agni and Agvior were still defending Auriel, allowing her to save her energy for when they needed her light magic most. Thor had acquired a heavy Æsir warhammer and was wading into the chaos, fighting as many as five opponents at a time. Astrid kicked an elf woman in the sternum, sending her flying with her enhanced strength. A dwarf and a Vanir man rushed her, their weapons brandished. She dispatched them with the flat of Allr'bani's blade.

A flicker of movement in the corner of her eye caught Astrid's attention. _"Jump!"_ Allr'bani hissed, her voice echoing in Astrid's mind. Astrid trusted the sword's spirit, for now, at least. She leapt with great strength and agility, easily soaring twenty feet into the air. An instant later, like the tide sweeping in, a wave of water swamped her previous position. A quick glance reassured her that her friends had avoided the brunt of the attack. Astrid twisted mid-air and angled her body downwards, guiding her to landing atop a pile of corpses that was not submerged by the sudden influx of water.

Like the tide, the waters receded. None of the Æsir army had been swept away or harmed by the sudden attack, and in their place, a new group of warriors arrived to reinforce the front lines. Njördr, King of Vanaheim, flanked by his son and daughter, Freyr and Freya. Standing behind them was Ragnarr, a look that was half anger, half disappointment, marring his face.

"You have been a steadfast ally of our cause, Lady Astrid," Njördr declared, water pooling around him like coiling snakes. "Do not throw away all that you have accomplished now. Only death awaits those who bend their knee to the Betrayer."

Astrid's grip tightened on Allr'bani. Her eyes flickered up the platform where Hiccup was chained. She could barely make out his features, but could tell that he was looking directly at her, watching her progress. A man garbed in black with a large axe loomed nearby, ever watchful. She couldn't afford to be stopped here. "Some things are more important than glory or status," Astrid responded, brandishing Allr'bani.

"That is... unfortunate," Njördr said, sounding genuinely saddened. "And you, son of Vanaheim. None who call themselves a Vanr would ever serve the Betrayer. What say you?"

Agni bristled, not expecting to have to explain his actions to his king in person, let alone on the field of battle. "I— I fight for what I believe is right," Agni managed to stutter out.

Njördr frowned. Before he could chastise Agni, Ragnarr pushed his way to the front, stomping angrily. His shield and strapped to his back and his mace sheathed at his waist. He wore the same suit of mithril armor as he did when Hiccup and he sparred so long ago on their arrival of Nidavellir, Astrid noted. "You will put down that hammer at once!" Ragnarr bellowed, ignoring everyone else and marching right up to Sigrid.

Sigrid only had eyes for her feet, and she tried, in vain, to hide her warhammer behind her back. Nearly a foot and a half of the haft stuck out above her head. "I can't believe this! You disappear for a month, you worry your mother and I sick, and then you appear now of all times, fighting for our enemy!"

Sigrid had never seen her father so angry. The whiskers of his beard were standing on end, giving him a crazed appearance. His skin was beet-red, and a large vein was protruding from his forehead. "Well! What do you have to say for yourself!" Ragnarr demanded.

"I— I, well," Sigrid began, her mouth working up and down as she tried to produce words. Astrid would have laughed at the situation had they not been in the middle of a battlefield, fighting a battle that would determine the fate of all their lives.

"You will leave and return to Nidavellir at once, and maybe, hopefully, I can argue for a pardon of your actions!" Ragnarr commanded.

"Father— wait, please—" Sigrid called. "You, you have to know that this is wrong. Hiccup has done so much for us, for all the realms. Surely you can't agree with his execution!"

"Whether I agree or not is out of the question! I have duties now, responsibilities to our people, and to the realms," Ragnarr said, a hint of animosity in his voice. Sigrid frowned in confusion before she noticed, for the first time, the crown of tarnished gold resting upon her father's head.

Her mouth parted in a silent gasp as the realization thundered through her mind. "You're— you're the new Konungr!" Sigrid exclaimed.

"Yes, something you would have known if you weren't galavanting across the realms committing war crimes in your wake," Ragnarr quipped.

"That means…" Sigrid trailed off.

"Yes, that means you have duties and responsibilities as well," Ragnarr concluded for her. She was now a princess. Sigrid swallowed hard, torn between her newfound position and rescuing Hiccup.

"_We're wasting time!"_ Allr'bani screeched, her voice making Astrid's head ache. _"Njördr uses water based attacks, and while his magic is strong, mine is far stronger. Use my flames to evaporate his counter-attack, and then finish him,"_ she ordered.

Astrid wouldn't kill the king, he was a good person, just on the wrong side of the battlefield. But she wouldn't let him stand between her and her beloved. _"How?"_ Astrid asked.

"_Think of all the fire in your life, I will do the rest,"_ Allr'bani instructed. Astrid was confused. She had seen Hiccup generate the flames from his sword, and they were powerful beyond all imagining, capable of destruction that she had not thought real prior to gaining the ability to manipulate the energies of Yggdrasil. And he generated them by thinking of fire?

Adrenaline coursed through Astrid as her muscles tightened in preparation of the fight to come. Her mind raced to think of the fire in her life. There was only one thing that really lit her heart aflame. Hiccup, and Stormfly, to a lesser extent, though she would never tell her dragon that. She thought of the boy in the forge, sneaking peeks at her when he thought she wasn't looking. She thought of her anger, and respect, at him when he beat her in dragon training. She thought of her growing admiration and affection for him over the years that he trained her, both on Berk and Nidavellir. She thought of her declaration of love the night of the Sky Celebration on Alfheim. The heartbreak that followed his rejection. The euphoric joy she felt after he woke from slaying the Nidhogg and returning her affections. The years of serenity and passion they shared on Alfheim following the Battle of Hvergelmir. The lover, and anger, they both shared as they fought for their chosen beliefs in Ragnarök.

It was more than enough for Allr'bani. Her blade erupted into a roaring inferno of sapphire fire, tinged with emerald green at the tips. Chaos reigned supreme as the two groups were thrust into the melee. Njördr's magical water surged forward as Astrid swung Allr'bani, unleashed a wave of supernatural fire that devoured all in its path. The water hissed as it evaporated in an instant.

Sigrid took several small leaps backward, putting distance between herself and her father before Ragnarr could stop her. Freyr and Freya leapt into the fray, facing down Auriel and Agni. The crowd of combatants that Thor had been dueling surged forward, determined to capture their prince. Agvior and Taf kept the lines of warriors behind them from flanking and overrunning them before they could reach their goal.

Ragnarr sighed heavily and shook his head. "I will not allow you to throw away your life, my daughter," he said, his voice low and dejected, as he shifted his shield from his back to his left hand and drew his mace with his right. Sigrid's eyes darted from her father, up to the platform with Hiccup, and then back to her father again. Her grip tightened on her two-handed warhammer as she idly turned the haft in her hands.

The King of Vanaheim was forced to dodge and weave as Astrid cut through every water-based defense he could muster with the blade of Allr'bani. Wreathed in arcane fire, there was little in all of creation that it could not cut. For perhaps the first time, Astrid appreciated, truly appreciated, the intricacies of the sword's enchantments and aptness of its name. It was a sword forged for deicide; the slayer of all that is.

Astrid was vaguely aware of Sigrid and her father dueling each other, the sound of hammer striking metal ringing loudly across the small battlefield that they found themselves in. Agni was battling Freyr, dancing, a dervish of conjured fire that licked at any opening. Freya was narrowly dodging small beams of light that were emitted from Auriel's fingertips. Thor was surrounded on all sides by Æsir warriors, who fell more often from a punch than a blow of whatever weapon Thor had stolen. A light sheen of electric-blue energy crackled over his skin, belying his elemental affinity. Agvior and Taf were doing remarkably well in keeping the rest of the battlefield from overrunning them. Astrid could make out the dull roar of steel clashing against steel and the sound of the cries of the dying where the two armies clashed. It sounded as if their allies were pushing closer.

Astrid raised Allr'bani high as sapphire flames crackled along the length of the blade. Njördr conjured a writhing, sinuous body of water to strike at her. Before either of the two could attack, a body flew between them, crashing into the ice and tumbling several yards away, effectively gathering the attention of all involved. It was a horrible, maimed creature of clearly demonic nature. Its arms and legs were long and lanky, and its body was unhealthily thin; Astrid could count its ribs and vertebrae. Its skin was a disgusting shade of murky yellow, and it was entirely hairless.

But its most horrifying feature was its face. It had no eyes, instead, they were simply two empty sockets of red flesh that oozed black ichor. Its bottom jaw was missing entirely, leaving its throat raw and exposed to the world. It had a tongue several feet in length that lolled and drooled saliva. Row upon row of jagged, broken fangs hung from the roof of its maw.

A quick backwards glanced confirmed Astrid's thoughts; Loki and Odin were battling, and Loki had summoned the horrors of the Veil to aid him in combat. Theirs was a battle of light against darkness, with Loki weaving illusions of nightmare and summoning true horrors into existence to do battle for him. Odin struck down the denizens of the Veil with Gungnir while fighting against the illusions with his mind. Astrid noticed that several other battles had ceased, momentarily, to watch the two titans make battle. Even the warriors of both armies stood in awe as they saw their leaders take to the field for the first time in the war.

The creature from the Veil screamed, howling in bloodthirsty fury as he rose and charged Njördr. The King of Vanaheim was caught entirely unawares, thinking the creature either dispatched or embroidered with the battle between Loki and Odin. Astrid knew, without looking, that Loki had sent the creature her way to expedite her fight. She was to rescue Hiccup, not partake in battle. She dashed forward, sprinting past the grappling duo as the creature pinned Njördr and attempted to gnaw on his exposed neck.

Scores of men and women barred her passage, but Astrid fell them all; a slash of the sword, a well aimed punch, a powerful kick. She briefly met eyes with Fenrir as she dashed past where he and his sons were fighting. The wolf gave her an imperceptible nod of encouragement. Astrid was no more than fifty feet from the platform where Hiccup was when two women barred her path. She cursed. She was so close, she could see the emotion in his eyes as he gazed down at her. Astrid faintly recognized the two women as Eir and Hlín, two handmaidens of Frigg, the Queen of Asgard. They participated in the Grand Magic Games.

Astrid's grip tightened on the hilt of Allr'bani. Hlín raised her arms, displaying both palms in a blocking gesture. A dome of arcane energy snapped into place, preventing Astrid from taking another step further. More and more warriors surged forward, eager to do their duty to their king and prevent Astrid from reaching her beloved.

That was not going to happen. Allr'bani fed on Astrid's anger, and once more the sapphire flames erupted to life. A single, casual flick sent a wave of fire that shattered Hlín's barrier with ease. Warriors put themselves between Astrid and the two women, but Astrid was determined. She fought for something greater than victory, glory, honor, wealth, power, or peace. She fought for love. Like a hot dagger cutting through ice, Astrid cut through their defenses mercilessly until she stood face to face with Eir and Hlín. Eir was channelling her healing magic, trying to heal her comrades and allow them to fight once more. Astrid rapped her on the temple with the flat of Allr'bani, sending her to blissful unconsciousness. Hlín was conjuring more barriers and wards at an incredible speed, but it was nothing that Allr'bani could not cut through. A well placed punch to the solar plexus and she fell unconscious.

Astrid was mere feet from the platform, she was so close. She didn't even hear the roar of combat as the fighting intensified as both sides fought to gain victory. A voice, amplified by magic, cut through the air and into the hearts of all those who knew Hiccup. "Now, Forseti! Kill him!" Odin roared.

Forseti, who had been standing guard over Hiccup, hefted his axe into the air and prepared to bring it down. Astrid leapt, her heart thundering in her chest as she watched the axe slowly descend. Hiccup struggled against his captors, trying to break free of his captors. Without his magic, and after months of starvation and dehydration, he was too weak to escape.

"No!" Astrid uttered in horror as she realized she wouldn't make it. The moment she cleared the platform, Forseti's axe would have already cleaved Hiccup's head from his body.

Hiccup wanted to laugh. He heard tales, told by men who had seen far too many winters, or some, far too few, about death. They spoke of a bright light, the comforting voice of a valkyrie ushering their soul to the next life, their memories flashing before their eyes.

Hiccup didn't see, or hear, anything. There was only the cold, icy dread clawing at his chest as he felt the hairs of his neck rise in response to the hiss of wind as the blade of executioner's axe fell. Beneath the cold, he felt heat, a raging inferno, an anger that wanted to consume the world. He had so much to live for, so much left to do. His life, long as it was by human standards, was being cut tragically short. Some legends turned to gold, some, to dust. How would the world remember Vrangr Lokison? Would his father prevail after his death? Would the world remember him as a hero, a martyr, the greatest of their god-king's mortal sons? Would Odin turn the tides of war and sweep them away like the subversives they were? Would he be just one of the faceless many, enemies of the peace, slayer of the innocent?

Beneath the cold, beneath the heat, was the aching, twisting feeling of remorse. The world would remember Vrangr Lokison, in one way, or another. Who would remember Hiccup Haddock? Some infinitesimally small part of him was still that boy from Berk, longing for acceptance, for freedom. No one knew Hiccup Haddock.

No one except Astrid. What would it feel like for her? As she watched, and felt, his life be snuffed out? Their soul bond rendered them linked, bound to each other in this life, bound to each other in death, bound to each other in whatever awaited them after their deaths. The pain would be beyond all imagining. A small part of her soul, snatched away from the greater whole before its time. The feeling of emptiness that would consume her every waking thought as she realized she was broken, incomplete. A puzzle that was missing that one piece. And that piece was him.

Hiccup felt a sharp pain in his lower back. Was this it? He had read books, great articles written by scholars who had researched extensively on the subject, that those who were beheaded lingered on for some seconds before death took them. His body spasmed uncontrollably. Was this what they were describing? His mind going into sensory overload, trying desperately to find the detached body it was separated from?

Hiccup felt the wind. It was piercingly cold, an oddity considering his resistance to the element. His body was drenched in sweat, giving him a hypersensitivity to the feeling of rushing air.

His body. _His body. _Hiccup opened his eyes. He was falling, thundering away from the platform like an arrow. He was barely aware of the smell of burning air and sharp, stinging pain coming from his chest. He realized that he was glowing, a vibrant, pulsing blue. Arcs of electricity jumped out from between his bindings. As his thoughts withdrew from his impending death, his bodily functions came back in full force. His ears were filled with a mighty roar, a battle cry that echoed over the battlefield and through the heavens. "MJÖLNIR!"

Hiccup's chest grew hot, as if he was aflame. A sudden, violent burst of lightning and he was freed from the feeling as the bolt surged towards the raging Thor. The bolt of lightning reached Thor's outstretched hand before reforming in the familiar shape of his trusty warhammer. Hiccup only had a few moments to see Thor begin to twirl the hammer and ascend skyward before a preternatural movement below him caught his eyes.

Disbelieving emerald met relieved sapphire as Hiccup locked eyes with Astrid. She was reaching towards him, her hand outstretched. He reached out with his right hand to take her hand. Their fingers touched, sending jolts of electricity and heat down each other's arms. Astird reached forward, as if to grasp his forearm, but stopped just above the wrist, and tugged a small knot until it came undone.

The moment Sleipnir had come undone, a white glow flashed and disappeared in an instant, and suddenly Hiccup was garbed in his fine, princely attire that he had been wearing when Astrid had captured him on Jötunheim. Astrid pulled him close, midair, and embraced him a fierce, needy hug. Hiccup wrapped his arms around her and felt the slightest amount of unshed tears begin to pool in his eyes. He blinked them away as the two lovers began to fall. A son of Loki could not be seen crying, a voice in his head supplied. Who cares, another voice drawled. To Hiccup and Astrid, there was only the two of them in all of creation. To the rest of the battlefield, the forces of Loki roared in victory, and the forces of Odin swallowed their fear.

Njördr cursed as he crushed the skull of the eldritch horror he had been fighting. Its body turned to black mist and dissipated to nothingness. Sigrid flashed her father a feral, victorious smile as the two circled each other, still locked in their duel. Auriel, who had no reason to be happy for his rescue, had a slight tug at the corner of her lips that made it seem like she was smirking. Freya was enraged, thinking the elf was looking down on her. Agni gave Freyr a wide grin, displaying his pearly white teeth. Freyr scowled and struck during the lull of battle. His sword never reached Agni. A giant, blood-red fist closed over the burning blade. Both Freyr and Agni looked upwards to stare into the face of a fire giant without equal; fifteen feet tall, skin the color of bloody flesh, his eyes, throat, and sternum were glowing red-hot. Each breath he took, the glow intensified. Every time he exhaled, the glow dimmed. He was like a massive, living furnace. "That is a nice blade you have there, boy," Surtr, King of Muspelheim, hissed in a rumbling, guttural voice.

Agvior smiled, his favorite pupil not sent to an early grave. He and the troll, Taf, had fallen into a companionable rhythm as they defended their friends from being flanked. Taf, in a rare moment of clarity, smiled for his smaller friend's happiness, though he had never met the man he had just helped save.

No one noticed, high above the battle, the darkening clouds, or the roaring winds, or the rumbling thunder in the far distance as Thor held steady in the air, twirling Mjölnir faster and faster. His eyes were glazed over, unseeing, and his entire body glowed with an electric blue light.

The moment Hiccup's and Astrid's feet touched the ground, they were surrounded, not by their friends and allies, but by their enraged and desperate enemies. The first man that stepped forward to challenge Hiccup paid for it harshly. Astrid bisected the man from head to groin without hesitation. Another thought himself their better, approaching the two from behind to stab them in the back. Hiccup's body flickered like a candle in the wind as he assumed the mantle of the Veil. He backhanded the man so hard his spine broke, leaving his torso facing backwards, and his legs facing forwards.

There was a lull in the melee as the army eyed them, deciding who was the greater threat, what their odds of survival— not victory— were, if they challenged the lovers. Astrid flinched and gasped as she felt something move in her hand. It took her mind a moment to realize it was Allr'bani. The sword had grown a mind of its own, slithering out of her hand and darting towards its master. Hiccup opened the palm of his hand, and Allr'bani found her way into his grip. "Father!" her voice echoed in his mind as he given the mental equivalent of a smothering hug.

Hiccup smirked, a vicious, lopsided smirk that sent chills down the spines of every man and women who called themselves his enemy. _"It's good to see you, too,"_ he said, returning the sword's affections. Strange, how one could become so attached to a tool of war. As the rush of adrenaline and fear receded, Hiccup regained more and more control of himself. The first, and greatest, of the new sensations was the frantic, rapid pulse of the soul bond he shared with Astrid. It seemed to pulse in rhythm with his thundering heartbeat. Emotions and thoughts shot between the two lovers like lightning, coursing through them and filling them completely; two halves of the same whole reunited at last. No words were needed between them.

The pulsing increased rapidly, dangerously, until there was no lag between pulses, and they simply were. Rather than fight the rising tide, Hiccup and Astrid embraced it, willed it to consume them and sweep them away. They breathed it in, relished in it, as the fine line between one and two was blurred, then erased. Then there was only one.

Hiccup and Astrid drew in a deep breath, letting it fill their chest cavities. They opened their eyes, and instead of emerald-green and sapphire-blue, there was only a shimmering turquoise that fleeted between the two, as if it couldn't decide which was its true color. An arrow from behind sped towards Astrid's exposed neck. She tilted her head only the barest, slightest, fraction of an inch, allowing the arrow to sail past harmlessly. She hadn't even looked. Shared as their vision was in their soulbond state, they had no blind spot. No weakness. No divisions. No he or she, I or you. Only one.

Astrid saw a flicker of fear, a moment of a hesitation, in the ranks in her peripheral vision. Hiccup's arm moved slowly, casually, intimately, as if he wasn't even giving his movement cognitive thought. Bright turquoise flames erupted forth, consuming and incinerating the ranks of warriors for several yards, returning them to nothing. The gem in Allr'bani's pommel swelled with energy as she devoured their magical cores, content to simply watch her father and his soulmate lay waste to all that stood in their way.

And lay waste they did. Enraged by their fellows deaths, the ranks of warriors behind Hiccup charged forward, bellowing mighty battle cries. Those cries were the last sounds that ever graced their lips. Astrid didn't know where the knowledge came from, only that she simply knew. It didn't even take any effort, almost as if it was an extension of her body. The only outward sign of effort was a small, imperceptible twitch of her index and middle finger. Great spears of ice erupted, forming atop the stone that was chilled from the frozen bay. The warriors charged into them, impaling themselves, before they could even realize the danger.

Death reigned supreme in the small swathe of battlefield that Hiccup and Astrid fought upon. Now the warriors knew the odds; survival was not in their favor, and victory was impossible. Swords were lowered, and shields lulled, attached to limp arms. Hiccup and Astrid simply watched, a blank, piercing stare that was mirrored in the other, as if they were a matching set of daggers. A sound. The crack of thunder. The hiss of burning air. Above.

Hiccup and Astrid turned their gaze skywards. A bolt of golden, burning energy raced towards them. It's source: the King of Asgard, a determined, if daunted, expression marring his features. Odin's lips were drawn in a thin line, and his eyes were narrowed and focussed on the two soulmates. For the first time Hiccup or Astrid could remember, there was a small glint of fear, of doubt, in the Allfather's eyes. His beard was damp from sweat, no doubt from fighting Loki.

Hiccup and Astrid didn't even move. They didn't need to. The very fabric of space in front of them shrank, and the space behind them expanded. Where they had once stood at the base of Nágrind itself, now they stood in the middle of the frozen bay, in the middle of the battlefield itself. Astrid was only vaguely aware that she had traveled through the Veil, bending the laws of nature. An explosion of light and heat behind them shook the ground, causing cracks to form in the ice.

A flicker of shadow appeared in front of them, coalescing into the form of Loki. Hiccup and Astrid watched him with the same identical blank, piercing stare, their turquoise eyes glimmering and shifting between emerald and sapphire every few moments.

Then they both blinked, and the connection was severed, and they were thrust back into bodies which didn't feel their own. An aching, hungry need welled up in them both, a hunger for the same feeling of oneness, of unity, of blissful, divine, serenity. Their souls reached out for each other, all too eager to return to their bonded state. With great and terrible effort, they controlled their spirits, willing them to calm themselves. There would be a time later, but that time was not now.

Hiccup blinked a few more times, as his spirit reaquainted itself with his body. It took him a few moments to realize he stood before his father, safe and sound. Loki smiled, revealing sharp, white canines. Father and son embraced, a quick, rough hug, with a few pats on the back, before separating.

Astrid had finally managed to quell her rebellious spirit and noticed that a small, black crystal circled Loki's head. A communication crystal. Loki took a few steps back and surveyed the battlefield. "Váli, now," he commanded. The crystal whirred and glowed.

The sky seemed to split as a rift of darkness appeared in the heavens. A moment later, it was replaced by the giant floating island fortress that Loki and his family called home, transported across space and time through a Veil rift. From the island came the human riders, their dragons roaring in bestial fury, eager to enter the battle at last. They thundered forward in formation, heading towards Narfi and the fleet of skyships who were still engaged with the riders of the Order. A few broke off to join Toothless, Hel, and the other dragons who were battling Frode and his Bewilderbeast.

Hiccup turned to face Astrid, the adrenaline of battle beginning to fade. The two shared one look before attacking each other. Astrid leapt, wrapping her arms around Hiccup's neck, and Hiccup pulled her close, wrapping his arms around her waist. The two shared a passionate, hungry kiss, filled with the need to simply be close to the other after being separated so long. To prove their love, give it physical form. Their souls flared up, pulsing wildly and beginning to merge once more. Neither had the strength of will to prevent it was they were brought to unity once more.

Thoughts and emotions mingled and intertwined, sharing the deepest, most intimate parts of their being with each other. Passion, ardor, desire, bliss, devotion, adoration, serenity, lust. Love. Undying, eternal, immortal, love.

"_Never again,"_ Astrid said.

"_Never again,"_ Hiccup confirmed.

A warning flared through Hiccup, his instincts telling him that something was wrong. That he should be paying attention to the battlefield. Years of training and tutelage under his father, and even more countless years in the field, taught him so. But he couldn't hear the voices of Loki and Allr'bani yelling, telling him to move out of the way. He was too focussed on the way Astrid was nibbling on his lower lip.

Their combined soul, however, was not so distracted. Like a puppet, it guided Hiccup's hand from where it lay, angling his palm facing outwards. An influx of energy drawn from the surrounding nature— the ice, the water beneath, the rock that formed the island of Nágrind, the wood from the ships in the sea and the sky above, even borrowing from the flesh of warriors that yet lived— surged through Hiccup, pooling in his palm, and racing outwards in an explosive shockwave that destroyed the incoming bolt of golden energy, the same that Odin had used to attack them previously. If Hiccup's higher cognitive functions were working, he would have cataloged his first experience with Yggdrasil's energy manipulation extensively. He had the knowledge, torn from the mind of Astrid herself, but not the practice nor skill to employ them.

Hiccup and Astrid drew apart slowly, neither wanting to relinquish the comfort that their soul bond allowed them. But they had to. Their instincts were screaming at them that they were in danger, that the war still raged. Their souls pulsed wildly, arguing against separation. What was the purpose of the material world when the spiritual one was so much better? The two of them shared one last lingering, passionate kiss before quickly pulling apart before their souls could influence them otherwise. "Fall back! Return to the ships! No one is to be on the island!" Loki was roaring, barking commands through the communication crystal as he micromanaged all sides of the battlefield. He still had one card left to play. The death blow.

"Fall back! We've accomplished what we came here for!" Loki yelled, driving his armies back. A blood rage had settled over the warriors, driving them to fight and kill at any cost. Loki scowled. So be it.

A galloping noise drew Astrid's attention. Fenrir and his sons were trotting over to them, a toothy grin that displayed bits of torn flesh and chips of bone between his teeth. His normal charcoal colored coat of fur was now stained crimson from gore, though he looked none the worse for the battle. His sons, Hati and Sköll, however, sported burns and patches of ice on their coats, as well as several shallow gashes and puncture wounds. The wolves of his pack that survived were dead men walking, barely able to stand and draw breath. Fenrir pushed Hiccup with his snout, nearly sending Hiccup to his knees. In his full lupine form, Hiccup and Astrid could walk between his legs without difficulty, like a child next to a warhorse.

Hiccup, Astrid, Loki, and Fenrir turned to watch as a great explosion of water and ice rocked the island where Frode and his Bewilderbeast and been. Judging by the triumphant roars of dragons and men, they had forced the Grandmaster of the Order to retreat, fleeing below the surface of the water. A single, small figure drifted down from the sky. It was too small to be a dragon, and falling too controlled to be a corpse or man overboard. Astrid enhanced her vision, giving her visual acuity that only a dragon could match. It was a man with rounded ears and sharp, bright green eyes with a familiar locks of inky black hair. If Astrid had never seen him before, she wouldn't have recognized Narfi on account of the gore coating him. It looked like someone had tried to board his ship and was butchered for their transgression.

Narfi landed and broke into a lighthearted trot as he made his way over to the rest of his family, his arms— which had been transfigured into fleshy wings— folded back into themselves and disappeared. "Ah, good to see you made it, brother," Narfi said jovially, as if they weren't in the middle of a war. He reached out to embrace Hiccup, who took a few steps backwards.

"Ah, after I clean up, then," Narfi jested. He really was coated from head to toe in blood. It was like someone had painted him red. Fenrir laughed, a deep, rumbling, guttural noise that set Astrid on edge.

Loki shook his head at his sons' antics. "We need to leave. Váli will be releasing the gas shortly," he said, gesturing for the group to follow him back to the flagship he had rode in on several hundred feet away, moored to the frozen bay.

Hiccup, Loki, Narfi, and Fenrir— who had assumed his human form— quickly strode forward. Astrid faltered. "Gas? What gas?" Astrid asked, a hint of accusation in her tones.

"Ah, I forgot to tell you," Loki said, almost conversationally, as if it was common knowledge. "We're going to release basilisk venom in the form of a gas as we retreat. That should kill everyone still on the island."

Astrid's eyes bulged. There were tens of thousands of people on the island, maybe hundreds of thousands. Even more still if you counted the warriors still aboard the ships in both the sea and sky. Loki wasn't even waiting for the rest of his forces to retreat. Half the army was still locked in combat with the Æsir army. Her friends were still out there. Not that they would be for long, Astrid would warn them, but still. It was cold. Callous. Calculated. A disregard for life that Astrid had seen only in him.

"You finished it?" Hiccup asked, a small hint of curiosity and excitement in his voice.

Loki smiled. "Yes, it took a bit of tricky magic to keep it from condensing back into a liquid, and retaining its toxicity after evaporation required careful boiling, but yes, it is finished," he said.

"Your monstrosity knows no bounds," a voice called from behind them, alarmingly close. No one had noticed them take them unawares. Loki, Fenrir, Narfi, and Astrid immediately snapped around, ready for battle. Hiccup lagged behind, on account of his exhaustion from months of imprisonment, but held Allr'bani at the ready.

Odin had, somehow, managed to sneak upon them. Astrid's heightened senses did not catch him, neither did Fenrir's bestial sense of smell, nor did Loki's or Hiccup's extrasensory perception of space from the Veil warn them. It was like Odin wasn't there one moment, the next he was.

Loki smirked viciously. "My childhood spat back out the monster that you see, you have no one to blame but yourself, father," he quipped. "You've already lost. There is no need for this conflict to be dragged on any more than necessary," he added, stepping protectively in front of Hiccup and drawing nearer to Astrid, who had already done the same as soon as Odin appeared.

"Go," Loki commanded, whispering under his breath and taking a few steps back, forcing Hiccup to retreat. Astrid, Fenrir, and Narfi followed.

"I'm sure you will find," Odin said, reaching into his pocket. "A reason to fight," he finished, withdrawing a small metal cube, barely larger than his fist. It was made of a metal that was of the purest black, so black, that it seemed to be made from the very essence of darkness itself. Ambient daylight faded in the presence of the cube, as if sucked in by some invisible force. Adorning the cube was an intricate puzzle of gears, springs, slidings parts, and runes. Astrid, Fenrir, and Narfi stared at Odin and the metal cube, confused.

"... The key!" Hiccup and Loki icily whispered under their breath in unison. A chill ran up Astrid's spine at their tone of voice. She spared a quick glance at father and son, both who had their eyes locked on the cube, or key, as they said, with a dark, wanting, hungry gleam in their eyes. Astrid, privy to Hiccup's thoughts and emotions, was surprised to find that every waking thought was focussed entirely on the small, black cube.

Hiccup stepped forward, quickly sidestepping Astrid. "We can beat him, together, father," Hiccup hissed, his eyes never leaving the cube.

Loki looked between Odin, the cube, and Hiccup, his eyes darting rapidly, calculating the odds, adjusting for every possible scenario. "No, it's too risky," Loki said after a few moments, giving Hiccup a pointed stare. "You go back, I will stay and claim the key for us," he added.

"You already fought him and could not defeat him, both of you are exhausted from the battle. But our power is stronger together. Together, we can beat him," Hiccup countered.

Loki's eyes darted between Hiccup and the cube several times, weighing the value of them. His communication crystal sparked to life. "Váli, do not release the gas," he commanded. Hiccup grinned.

Astrid spun him around by the shoulder. "Hiccup! Are you insane!" Astrid hissed. "You're in no condition to fight!"

"I'll be fine, don't worry," Hiccup said, the whole time his eyes never left the cube. "See to our friends, make sure they get out. Return to the isle. I'll see you soon."

With that, Hiccup and Loki strode forward to stand between Odin and Astrid, Fenrir, and Narfi. "You idiot!" Astrid screamed before she reached for her own communication crystal. "Agvior, where are you?"

A few seconds later, the old elf's voice echoed in her mind. "Fighting our way back to you now," he answered tersely. "What's the situation there?"

"Hiccup's being an idiot. Odin has this metal box that he and Loki want dearly. Get everyone and return to the isle. I'll meet you there, I have to make sure Hiccup doesn't do anything foolish, like die," she said.

"There is one, small problem…" Agvior said.

"What?" Astrid snapped.

"Thor— he's… how to put this. Look up," Agvior said.

Astrid did. The skies, which had been relatively clear, had darkened to an angry gray color, pregnant with rain. Thunder rumbled in the far distance, echoing across the sky. Winds began to pick up, steadily increasing in strength. Thor levitated in the sky, the eye of the storm, as the heavens raged around him. Lightning arced between him and the clouds, charging them and giving them life.

"What is he doing?" Astrid asked quickly.

"I don't know. He doesn't respond to any communication. I fear it has something to do with being reunited with Mjölnir," Agvior answered.

Astrid cursed. She looked between Hiccup and the floating form of Thor. Hiccup was with Loki, as well as Fenrir and Narfi. They could take care of him for a few minutes, couldn't they? A voice in Astrid's head yelled "No!" She was tempted to believe it. Against her better judgement, she made her choice. Thor was in the most danger right now. If Loki unleashed the gas, Thor would die, and Astrid knew he did not care for his foster brother's life. Hiccup, on the other hand, would be well protected, despite being in direct danger. She could fly up with Stormfly, grab Thor, and get back to Hiccup in only a few minutes at most.

"I'll see to Thor, you get to Loki and Hiccup. Try to help them. We need to leave," Astrid said, before cutting off communication and mentally calling for Stormfly. Her dragon was by her side in moments. Astrid mounted with graceful, practiced ease and the two of them flew through the storm towards Thor.

"_Allr'bani,"_ Hiccup said..

"_Yes, father?"_ Allr'bani asked, happy to be the object of Hiccup's attention once more.

"_I need you to cut off my tactile perception. I can't be bothered by my sense of touch during this battle,"_ Hiccup commanded.

"_But, father, that isn't a good idea. You could be injured and not know and—" _Allr'bani began.

"_I know,"_ Hiccup cut her off. _"I'm too weak, in too much pain, from my imprisonment. If I have to feel every small ache and pain, I'll be distracted. One does not fight the Allfather distracted,"_ he said.

"_That means I'll need your help to compensate,"_ he added, appealing to her nature. Like dousing a fire, suddenly Hiccup could feel, suddenly, he could not. The constant pain and exhaustion he felt for the past several months was swept away, leaving a strange, numb feeling in all his extremities.

"Much better," Hiccup whispered aloud.

Loki cast a sideways glance at Hiccup. The two men nodded once in affirmation. They were ready. They reached out with their minds, allowing them to share their thoughts and isolate all others during the coming duel.

"_Form of the coiled serpent,"_ Loki instructed.

Hiccup switched to a reverse-grip, with the blade of Allr'bani protruding from the bottom of his fist instead of the top. Loki produced a long, serrated dagger from thin air and did the same. The two held their blades aloft, angled downwards like a pair of fangs before a snake struck.

Odin placed the cube back in his robe pocket and tightened his grip on the haft of Gungnir.

Both sides were determined to claim victory still.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Hey guys! Been a while, huh? Well, my 2-3 week break turned into a 3 week break, and then I took an extra week off for Thanksgiving. Sorry about the wait!

Couple things of note:

**Reviews & views! — **Hail to the King has passed 800 reviews and 160k views! Thank you to all my readers and reviewers. You guys are awesome.

**Fanart! — **Reader & reviewer Alabestar has drawn his interpretation of Allr'bani, which looks wicked. Reminds me a lot of a Daedric sword/dagger from Skyrim. You can view it on Imgur, with the link: /w3ek2Xq. Check it out! He/she also explains their thought process in their most recent review, which I thought was cool. Thanks for the fanart!

**New HTTK content!** — I've uploaded a new story, "Codex of the Gods," which is a series of chapters detailing the technical aspects of "Hail to the King." This reads more like a technical manuscript or dictionary than an actual story. Currently it only has one chapter, which details all of the Norse gods and goddesses that have appeared, or will appear, in the main story, their role in both mythos and my story, their relation to the characters, and a short summary of their magical powers. In the future, I will update this list periodically as more and more characters are brought in, as well as publish a few other things, such as a full list and detailed explanation of the schools, and subschools, of magic.

**New powers! —** Dun, dun, dun. We saw a lot of new (or, at least, not expanded upon) powers in this chapter, most notably: Hiccup's and Astrid's soul bond, allowing them to share all of their powers; how Allr'bani changes in the hands of Astrid; a tiny spoiler of Odin's and Loki's powers; as well as some development on Thor's front. Exciting stuff! Next chapter shit hits the fan!

**Forgotten stuffs! —** The basilisk venom gas that Loki was working on several chapters ago finally appears (props to those who remembered that/pointed it out, there were a few of you) and we, finally, get to see the Cube/Key from chapter 32. Why do Hiccup and Loki want it so badly? Find out on the next exciting episode of Dragon Ball Z.

**Small changes! —** A few people nagged me about the "senate" that I had on Asgard and how it didn't fit the culture or time period. I got tired enough of hearing it so I've decided to simplify it and explain my reasoning for the choice. The "senate" is, in actuality, the name I gave Glitnir, the dwelling place of Forseti, the court of justice where all legal disputes are settled among gods and men. I originally termed it as a "senate" to simplify and avoid having to explain another aspect of Norse mythology. So, from now on, when I write about Glitnir, think of the senate building where the Most Wanted portraits are displayed. Glitnir's main role in the nine realms is to house the representatives of the nine realms who speak for their respective races, lay down laws regarding magic, and stand judge over those accused of crimes.

CrimzonNova — This is, sort of, a prelude of things to come. This is just a taste of what Ragnarök would be like. There are some twists next chapter.

So, yeah. That's it. I hope you guys enjoyed this chapter. We'll be going back to regular-ish updates now. Thanks for reading, and please leave a review!

- Musica


	47. For Whom the Bell Tolls - Part III

**Chapter 47: For Whom the Bell Tolls — Part III**

by Code Musica

"_And therefore, never send to know for whom the bell tolls; It tolls for thee."_

~ Ernest Hemingway, _For Whom the Bell Tolls_

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup and Loki stared down Odin, their greatest enemy, the anathema to everything they stood for. He was the most powerful enemy either of them had ever, or would ever, face, and neither knew if they had the power within to bring the King of Asgard low. He was ancient by all standards, thought by some to be the oldest man yet living. He was master of all disciplines arcane, scholar of magics both ancient and lost. He wielded the golden spear, Gungnir, who, once loosed, never missed its mark. Not even wearing the mantle of the Veil shielded them from its reach.<p>

Hiccup, having previously battled without the advantages the Veil afforded him, was more cautious than normal. Odin, unlike Astrid, would be more than happy to bury his spear in his heart.

"_I attack first. Take advantage of the first opening,"_ Loki instructed. Loki, for all his knowledge and power, did not possess the raw, destructive force that Hiccup and Allr'bani had. That was always his downfall during his conflicts with his father: he didn't have the power to deal the deathblow. His son, however, did.

"_Yes, father,"_ Hiccup confirmed, tightening his reverse grip on Allr'bani.

The three most powerful men in all the nine realms waited on baited breath for the other to make the first move. Odin adopted a defensive stance, holding Gungnir with both hands to spin it about and block from any angle.

That was the start of a duel that would be legend. Loki and Hiccup surged forth, both empowering themselves with the dark energy of the Veil. Although Gungnir would still pierce their flesh, they were faster and stronger than any mortal could ever hope to be. Loki brandished his serrated daggers, slashing at Odin's neck with his left, and stabbing at his ribs with his right. Odin caught the first dagger on the haft of his spear, spinning and deflecting the slash. He knocked the second dagger away by blocking Loki's forearm. Hiccup appeared directly above and behind Loki, both hands bringing down Allr'bani in a powerful, preternaturally quick slash that would have cleaved through Odin's collarbone and deep into his chest, had the Allfather not stepped backwards in an equally deft maneuver. The King of Asgard knew well the power of Hiccup's blade.

Loki had calculated his father's options from their combined assault. Putting distance between them was one of the most likely, and as such, Loki was prepared. Withdrawing several more daggers from a pocket space he kept hidden in the Veil, Loki hurled five smaller, highly poisonous daggers at the Allfather, aiming for the weak points in his armor; the neck, the hands, the face, the armpits, and the elbows. The smallest of cuts would result in certain death. Odin knocked three away, and allowed the other two to harmlessly bounce off his breastplate.

Hiccup followed up on his father's attack, slashing in a wide arc and sending sparks of emerald fire leaping towards Odin. The King of Asgard, wisely, chose to avoid the flames entirely. Reports of the predatory, gluttonous flames had reached his ears. So far, none who had touched the green fire still drew breath.

More distance between them. Loki quickly dropped the mantle of the Veil, returning fully to his physical form. No longer needing to concentrate on keeping himself sheltered by the Veil, he could turn his full focus to his magic. Loki was a sorcerer who had few equals, both living and dead. He needed no words to work his magic. Ice erupted from the ground, blooming in great explosions of water, snow, and still forming ice. Blades of compressed air rained down, cutting to ribbons all that stood in their path. One of Loki's personal favorite spells, lesser known but quite deadly all the same, conjured microscopic particles of earth and metal. On their own, harmless. But once inhaled? Deadly, over time. And while his victim wheezed and choked, suffocating on the fluids of their own lungs, he would slip a dagger between their ribs and claim their life.

Odin twirled Gungnir, righting the spear and bringing it down on the ice. A barrier of bright, translucent golden energy sprang to life with a resounding whoosh of air. Loki's magic broke upon the barrier and faded to nothing. He could just barely make out the low, hollow sound of his father chanting, undoing the conjuration of dust in the air that would have killed him had he been less perceptive. Still, Loki smirked.

Hiccup appeared behind the Allfather in a blur of shadow, already swinging Allr'bani before he had even arrived. Green embers danced along the length of the blade as it cut through Odin's barrier, causing the magic to unravel and be devoured by the spirit of the sword. Hiccup carried through with the slash, delivering a powerful high kick aimed for Odin's head. The Allfather simply blocked with the haft of Gungnir while simultaneously parrying several stabs and slashes from Loki with the other end of the spear. Odin continued to block, parry, and dodge as he gathered his magic. An explosive burst of highly compressed air boomed, like a bubble, sending both Hiccup's and Loki's shadow-bodies flying backwards, dealing no real harm.

The entire exchange took no more than a few seconds. Observers, as there were many, would have missed the opening blows if they had blinked. Hiccup and Loki retreated, staying within arm's reach of each other to better defend one another if suddenly attacked. A wordless agreement passed between the two as they decided upon their next course of attack. To the average observer, the duel appeared to lull as both sides stared each other down again.

Those who were skilled in illusion magics or the mind arts knew better. Hiccup and Loki used subtle tricks; making direct eye contact, quietly whistling or humming, making idle, useless movements. They were designed to occupy the attention of their target, take their focus off the magic being weaved upon them. It was a complex piece of magic, the perfect balance of both the power and control aspects of illusory magic. Loki provided the strength needed to hold Odin in the illusion, and Hiccup crafted the nightmare, a seamless, perfect replication of the world as it was. If that world was inhabited by the most wretched spawn of the Veil.

There were certain monstrosities that Hiccup and Loki could not summon forth into the material realm. They were either too large, requiring too much magic to drag into existence, or too savage and wild, refusing to submit to their commands. Some, even, frightened even those who walked the Veil themselves. True nightmares, born from the darkness of the human heart. Not even Hiccup and Loki would dare summon them.

In the illusory world they weaved for Odin, however, there were no such limitations. Great lumbering, humanoid beasts walked the land, lanky and thin with arms so long their knuckles dragged on the ground. They were androgynous, having no identifiable gender, and made low, keening moans. Their faces were blank, having no features except lipless, toothless holes that acted as mouths. They were the scavengers of the Veil, mindless beasts that answered only to their hunger, devouring even their own kind to slake their need. They were distant relations to the mighty titans, and in the pursuit of food, used that strength well.

Below the ice, long, sinuous worms burrowed. Their flesh was lumpy, as if covered in cancerous growths. Their flesh, with even the slightest touch, released the liquid below; a powerful toxin that paralyzed and brought great pain to whatever it touched. They were blind, possessing no eyes, but they made up for it with their extrasensory perception of heat. They were the great pack hunters of the Veil, who only answered the call of their alpha.

The sky darkened, as if storm clouds were blotting out the sun. They were, in a matter of speaking. The lowest of the low; small insectoids, little more evolved than the common fly, flew in great flocks. They were bearers of plague and all manner of diseases that existed in the Veil, untouched for millions of years, gathered from every corner of creation. Naturally, Hiccup and Loki avoided summoning them due to the risk of infecting themselves.

The scavengers could hear the steady beat of Odin's heart and let out a piercing wail before breaking into a sprint that no creature of their size should have been able to achieve. The hordes of flies above, drawn by the sound, followed their towering brethren towards the King of as Asgard. Below the ice, the worms were already preparing to attack the Allfather, breaking through the ice and devouring him whole.

It was a masterfully crafted nightmare, a seamless transition between reality and illusion casted by the two most powerful illusory masters alive. Not even the Allfather could escape from its clutches. So, instead, Odin simply hurled Gungnir forward. The spear disappeared from sight immediately, traveling through space itself as it hunted its quarry. The spirit within the spear was not so easily fooled as its master.

Loki pushed Hiccup aside roughly as the spear passed between them, a golden aura of burning magic coating it. Loki scowled as he realized part of his cloak had been charred from the spear's passing. With their concentration broken, the illusion unravelled at the ends, allowing Odin to break free.

Odin made a series of hand gestures, as if directing some unseen force. Hiccup's and Loki's heads snapped upwards, where Gungnir appeared from thin air and thundered towards them. Assuming the mantle of the Veil in an instant, the two of them fled through the shadows to escape the spear, if only temporarily.

Hiccup reappeared in front of Odin, swinging Allr'bani so quickly it was a blur of shadow. Gungnir reappeared in Odin's hand just in time to prevent his head being separated from his body. Hiccup continued his assault, twisting his body and launching a powerful mid-air kick at the Allfather's head. Odin reached out and grabbed him by the ankle out of instinct and was surprised to find that Hiccup had attacked him without the protection of the Veil. He tightened his grip, crushing the bone beneath. Hiccup didn't fight the grapple. He twisted, breaking his own leg and righting himself once more for another swing of his sword while Odin held his foot.

Odin was forced to sway backwards, the edge of Hiccup's sword cracking one of the gems on his crown and sending a shower of sparks cascading over his face, obscuring his view. Hiccup was falling backwards, unable to fight the will of physics as his swing threw him off balance. He reached out with his free hand, allowing emerald lightning to crackle along his fingertips and discharge into an explosion of heat and light that forced Odin to release him.

From above, Loki worked his own magic, conjuring a great glacier of ice that was hundreds of feet in length and width, easily many thousands of tons in weight. With Hiccup's distraction, he was able to complete the spell with ease. Once his son was safely out of harm's way, he allowed the glacier to fall upon the Allfather.

Odin looked up, only pausing a moment before hurling Gungnir towards the plummeting ice. The spear pierced and shattered the glacier, which erupted into clouds of water, snow, and shards of ice, obscuring the battlefield momentarily.

Hiccup skipped backwards, using his one good leg to get away. His regeneration was working on healing the injury, but it was not enough. He landed a good fifty feet away from Odin, nearing the edge of their makeshift battlefield and thus, within sword's reach of the onlooking warriors of both sides.

A group of dwarves, who were bloodied and bruised, wearing tattered armor and wielding dented shields and chipped swords, took Hiccup's presence to mean that they were free to join the fray.

They were not. As the dwarves charged, Hiccup turned his attention to them, opening his palm and allowing a great flare of fire to erupt and consume them. The dwarves, with their far greater resistance to magic than other races, shrugged off the magic with only minor burns and charred beards. Hiccup scowled, balancing on one leg and swinging Allr'bani. He cleaved the first dwarf's head from its shoulder, sending a spray of blood backwards that gave the others heed.

"_Allr'bani, give me their energy,"_ Hiccup commanded.

"_Yes, father!"_ Allr'bani replied cheerfully, happy to serve. Emerald fire flared to life along her blade as Hiccup swung, sending the flames forward. The dwarves, finding their courage, charged, thinking they would be as immune to the sword's fire as they were to Hiccup's. They were wrong. Allr'bani devoured them in mere moments, giving them only a few seconds to scream in terror and pain before their lives were snuffed out. Instead of storing their life's energy in the jewel in her pommel, Allr'bani transferred the energy directly to Hiccup, allowing him to speed his recovery.

Hiccup's broken, mangled leg snapped back into place, spinning several times in the opposite direction that he had broken it in the first place. The muscle, tendons, and flesh quickly reknit itself, and he was whole once more. He was glad he couldn't feel any of it, as it would have been painful beyond what he was capable of dealing with at the moment. He could vaguely feel the gnaw of hunger in his belly. He had sustained himself purely by relying on his body's internal magic and unnatural regeneration. First thing he was going to do after returning home was order the servants to prepare a feast.

Hiccup watched as his father released the glacier. It was meant as a distraction, to give him time to recover from drawing Odin's attention and to force the Allfather to expand more of his energy. One did not bring a titan down in a single blow, you rain down wound upon wound until it is too exhausted to evade the deathblow.

Loki suddenly materialized next to Hiccup, coalescing from the ambient shadow. He cast a quick, but thorough, glance at Hiccup's leg and found that it was perfectly healed. Though he said nothing, Hiccup knew he had gone out of his way to make sure he was not injured. "We must force him to use more energy; more magic," Loki said as the two of them watched the cloud of dust and ice settle. Somewhere in there was the Allfather, ready to strike them down.

Hiccup nodded. This would be their most trying battle yet.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Stormfly was quickly proving her name to be an apt one. She and Astrid were flying against raging winds, stinging rains, and roaring thunder as they ascended through the heavens towards the eye of the storm, and at the center, their friend and ally, Thor.<p>

It took the two of them longer than Astrid had thought to get through the storm, the whole she was constantly casting nervous, fearful glances backwards, hoping to spy a glimpse of Hiccup's condition. She could only see flashes of light that she faintly identified as magic being worked. A few times she saw a flare of emerald green light, which she knew to be the fires of Allr'bani. She hoped and prayed with all her heart that when she landed, Hiccup would be safe and sound.

Finally the winds eased up as they entered the eye of the storm, an eerie, dreadful calm that belied the sheer power of the raging heavens around them. "Thor!" Astrid yelled as Stormfly made a wide, circular pass around the flying Æsir. The rhythmic whirr of Mjölnir filled the air with a strange hum, keeping him in flight.

Thor didn't respond. His eyes stared at some far off point in the distance, unseeing. His features were slack, as if merely sleeping. Yet he twirled his warhammer all the same. His armor and exposed skin glowed a faint, electric blue that reminded Astrid of lightning rippling through stormclouds. "Thor!" Astrid yelled again, trying to get his attention. There was no response.

Astrid cursed. She wished she had Allr'bani, or even better yet, Hiccup, here to help her. She didn't know much about the weapons that Thor and he wielded, but she was sure that Thor's state had something to do with Mjölnir. Astrid knew, from one of their group's many idle, awkward conversations, that both Mjölnir and Allr'bani were forged in the dwarven Star Forge, birthplace of many great objects of story and legend.

"_Perhaps they are conversing, as you and the sword do,"_ Stormfly suggested.

That was not any better, Astrid thought. It would be nigh impossible to intervene in a conversation between the two. Thor's mind was already heavily protected and fortified on his own, if reinforced by Mjölnir, few would ever penetrate his defenses. Now she really wished Hiccup had came with her. She had been on the receiving end of his full mental assault during their spat on Jötunheim. Astrid still doubted there were many people, both living or dead, who could have withstood him.

Astrid directed Stormfly forward, ever so slowly. She didn't trust Thor's control over lightning in his current state. An arc here would send both her and Stormfly crashing to the ground, unconscious or worse. Astrid whispered a few wards against lightning magic under her breath as they drew close. She reached out with her right hand, keeping her left firmly gripping Stormfly's saddle. The electric blue glow intensified before a small arc of electricity zapped Astrid, causing her to squeak and withdraw her hand with a hiss of pain. She was thankful for those wards.

A loud roar drew Astrid's and Stormfly's attention from Thor. Below them, where they themselves had entered the eye of the storm, was Duna, Thor's Skrill. The Skrill was at home in its natural element and made much better time than they did in reaching its rider. Duna circled Thor for several moments before Astrid felt a gentle, draconic prod at her mind. She lowered her defenses, allowing Duna in.

"Do you know what has befallen mine rider?" Duna asked, in strangely articulate Norse. Astrid always found it strange that between the two of them, Duna was the brains of the pair, while Thor was the muscle.

Astrid shook her head, though Duna could not see it. "No, he was like this when we got here. Agvior said that he had been like this for some time. Can you speak with Thor?" Astrid said.

Duna made a low, keening noise of sadness. "Nay, his mind is closed to me. Clouded in a strange fog, it is," the dragon answered.

"Can you try to speak with him? I can't approach him for fear of the lightning, and his mind is too highly protected to intrude upon," Astrid asked.

"I shall try," Duna promised. Astrid and Stormfly grew quiet as they waited for Thor's dragon to speak with him. All the while, the storm continued to rage around them. The thunder rumbled louder and louder, and the lightning crackled through the clouds, flashing brighter and brighter.

A low, furious growling made Astrid and Stormfly flinch in surprise. "A strange mind speaks with him; the spirit that dwells within the hammer," Duna growled. "It will not allow us to speak until it has spoken its mind with mine rider."

That was both worrying and reassuring to Astrid. On one hand, it meant Thor was in no danger. On the other hand, they needed to retreat, and leaving Thor behind was not something Astrid would do unless she had absolutely no other choice. That only left one question: what was Mjölnir talking to Thor about? What was so important that Mjölnir would risk Thor's safety?

Astrid's eyes flicked down to the battle below. There was only one other person with knowledge of sentient weapons. She couldn't distract Hiccup, not now, and getting between Odin, Loki, and Hiccup would be impossible, if not suicidal. So, instead, Astrid reached out through her soul bond and began to shift through their shared memories.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>The battlefield was eerily calm and quiet for those few, brief seconds as the cloud of ice and water obscured the view. Hiccup and Loki stood side by side, taut and ready to strike at any moment. There was a sudden flash of gold light before the cloud of debris was evaporated as lances of magical energy were thrown at Hiccup and Loki. In the center Odin stood, pointing Gungnir and unleashed bolt after bolt of the explosive golden beams.<p>

Hiccup and Loki dodged and weaved, using the mantle of the Veil to move in ways that normal men could never hope to achieve. They pressed forward, making slow progress, intent on engaging the Allfather once more. Hiccup's grip tightened as they were no more than fifteen feet from Odin. The King of Asgard hastened his casting of the beams. Behind Hiccup and Loki, the ice was quickly being sublimated in a hail of explosion of light and heat.

Hiccup and Loki continued to press forward. The moment they were within ten feet, the assault ceased as quickly as it had begun. In its placed, Odin lunged forward, stopping short of the duo by a mere foot. The world flashed gold as Odin released the largest beam yet, colossal and all consuming. Neither had a chance to dodge.

Thoughts arced between Hiccup's and Loki's connected minds. They were too close to dodge, and the attack was too powerful to block. Since the energy released from Gungnir possessed the same properties as the spear itself, hiding within the Veil would not save them. The two of them drew closer together, reducing the size of the cantrip they would have to perform. Raising their hands, the space between them and the golden bolt seemed to waver and coalesce, forming a whirlpool of air. It was not a true rift in the Veil, it was merely creating a dimension within the Veil that could interact with the physical realm, if only briefly. Loki used a similar technique as a portable armory, carrying a collection of daggers, clothing, and magical supplies with him at all times.

Hiccup had little training in that specific area of the Veil, as he had been sent on his nearly two decade long espionage mission, but he was skilled enough to aid his father in the creation of their makeshift shield. He had discovered a similar effect in a triangular area on Midgard, off the coast of the great landmass to the far southwest of Berk, just north of a chain of islands. Ships would sail the waters there and go missing, never to be seen again.

Odin's attack flared brightly as it clashed against the swirling, distorted space. For a moment it seemed as if Hiccup and Loki would be overwhelmed, but then, ever so slowly, the bolt of golden energy was warped and devoured, fading to nothing in some far off dimension within the Veil. The fabric of space slowly drifted back to its original shape, until it appeared as if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred at all.

Hiccup and Loki inhaled sharply, their previous stunt sapping their already waning energy. Hiccup threw his sword arm forward, the blade of Allr'bani singing as she cut through the air. Odin leaned backwards, narrowly avoiding the slash as part of his graying beard as severed by the attack. Had he been even slightly slower, Hiccup would have slit his throat. Hiccup followed the slash by turning in a full circle and taking a step backwards, before thrusting Allr'bani forward. The black blade shivered and then surged forward, shifting between its solid state to that of its malleable, highly adaptive sand form.

A cloud of black, metallic dust shot forward, coalescing into several vicious, serrated daggers. The Allfather weaved and danced between the daggers, destroying several with well placed blocks that caused them to burst into clouds of sand and return to the hilt. One dagger cut through the armored pauldron that Odin wore over his robes, causing Hiccup to grin ferally in triumph. The moment metal connected with steel, ravenous, emerald colored flames roared to life, threatening to consume everything it could reach.

Odin acted quickly, shedding his burning armor and attacking in the same motion, sending a bolt of golden lightning arcing from the head of Gungnir towards Hiccup. The black sand returned to the hilt of Allr'bani in the blink of an eye, forming a dome. Lightning danced and arced across the surface of the makeshift shield, harmless to Hiccup himself. The blade of Allr'bani reformed, returning to its solid form, and Hiccup thrust the sword forward. The absorbed lightning shot from the tip of the blade, enhanced by his own magic to be twice as powerful. Odin countered by allowing Gungnir to hold the lightning at bay like a lightning rod.

While Hiccup kept Odin busy, and his attention diverted, Loki continued to weave deadly magic. His body glowed with an inner light as a wispy cloud coalesced between his outstretched arms, forming an orb of bubbling, angry mist. Hiccup felt the spell reach its conclusion and quickly retreated, barely avoiding a well placed thrust of Gungnir that would have punctured one of his lungs, if not something more vitally important.

Whatever control over the orb of mist Loki had, he released it, allowing the vapor to go forth in wispy tendrils that began to snake their way towards the Allfather. Where they touched ice, the crystals that formed it began to erode and decay, returning to dust. It was a slow moving, but all consuming, magic. Odin raised Gungnir and shot three blasts of golden energy at the two of them, forcing Hiccup and Loki to quickly evade by slipping back into the shadows.

The King of Asgard began to chant under his breath as he took several steps backwards, all the while being on guard for his errant son to launch another underhanded, surprise attack. The dark mist crept closer and closer, forcing him back more and more. Each counter-spell he uttered washed over the dark magic with no effect. It seemed Loki had crafted yet another new, illegal spell that none knew the counter to. Odin cast a quick glance backwards. They were nearing the front entrance of the prison. Soon, the mists would be destroying Nágrind, and killing— or worse, releasing— the prisoners within.

He could not allow that to come to pass. A quick, split second decision, and he aimed Gungnir skyward and hurled. The spear rocketed into the air, and then turned and bent, returning to the ground, before impacting the icy bay with a thunderous explosion of golden light. The force of the impact shattered the ice, and the heat melted the seawater below, allowing the bay to return to its former self in some small manner. The mist unleashed by Loki began to crawl over the water and slowed, as if taking more time to undo the water itself. Steam began to rise from the icy water, dissipating some of the mist as it continued to crawl forward, slower still.

Hiccup and Loki attacked from behind, hoping to catch Odin off guard. This time, they attacked not the Allfather himself, but his robe. If one of them could cut the pocket in which the key resided, they would not need to slay the king himself. Odin anticipated their actions. He knew his son well. He was not a coward, but he did not believe in an honorable battle. He would stab a man in the back happily if it meant victory.

Odin rounded on the two of them the moment they materialized from the Veil, catching the both of them off guard. Odin could tell by the flash of surprise in their eyes that his spear would find its mark this time. The three of them were winded from their ordeals, and none had the strength nor power to overcome the other. The Allfather thrust Gungnir forward, the head and half of the shaft disappearing into the fabric of space, before appearing directly in front of Hiccup.

Hiccup twisted and turned, using his more malleable form the Veil granted him to attempt to dodge. What would have been a killing blow was, instead, turned into a crippling one, as the blade of Gungnir sunk deep between his ribs, puncturing and collapsing one of his lungs as well as spilling a large amount of blood. Hiccup gasped instinctively, feeling his lung fill with blood. He stumbled and collapsed to the ground, weakly attempting to flee back to the shadows.

Loki howled with rage and reached deep within himself, summoning a great portion of his remaining strength, and summoned a great beast from the Veil. It was long and sinuous, with a maw that split down the middle and separated into two great jaws of rows upon rows of teeth that were made for one thing only: chewing. The creature howled in delight as it charged its next meal, crashing into the Allfather, who blocked with the haft of Gungnir, and sending him sliding backwards towards Nágrind.

Loki warped to Hiccup, covering the small distance between them in an instant. "I can still fight," Hiccup wheezed. He felt his body's natural regeneration attempting to heal the damage, but for some reason, the wound was not closing, nor was his flesh knitting back together. Warm, sticky liquid continued to run down his side and down his leg, staining his breeches crimson.

"You are more important, and more useful, than the key," Loki hissed, leaving no room for argument and helping his son to his feet. The two of them hobbled as quickly as possible towards the lines of their retreating army, some hundreds of feet in the distance.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid sifted through Hiccup's memories as easily as she would her own. Her love was distracted by his battle with Odin and didn't have the presence of mind to register Astrid's mental touch. Astrid was vaguely aware of the battle intensifying as he and Loki fought for possession of the key. She was sorely tempted to find out exactly what the key was, but getting through to Thor was more important at the moment. They needed to retreat— there was no point in continuing the battle any longer.<p>

Astrid vaguely remembered that Hiccup was gifted his sword in two forms: an exceedingly rare metal that fell from the heavens over Alfheim, and the great forge of the dwarves that dwelt within their star. While the ore used to forge the sword was interesting, right now she needed to know what sort of power Mjölnir held over Thor. From her talks with Sigrid, she knew that Sigrid's grandfather, the former clan leader before her father inherited the position, suggested that Hiccup be allowed to use the forge after helping quell the brief rebellion several years prior to him returning to Midgard, that was, ironically, instigated by Loki and was how the two of them came to meet.

Astrid rapidly shifted back to some of Hiccup's earliest memories of the nine realms. She skipped over the parts that she knew: him being injured by Thor's lightning, the brief routing of the dark elves, the ongoing relief efforts on Vanaheim and the culling of the sea serpents that plagued the realm, and, finally, she recognized the stony world of the dwarves.

Hiccup's memories of his time on Nidavellir before he returned to Midgard were strange. They were scrambled, and came in brief flashes of odd memories and thoughts that normal people did not commit to memory. It was almost as if his memories had been tampered with, or either purposely, or, more frightening, unknowingly— who had the power to alter the memories of someone as skilled in the mind arts as Hiccup? And, surely, Loki would have examined his mind at some point. Even if they could fool Hiccup, there was no way they could fool Loki.

Astrid replayed the flashes of memories over and over. Each time, they made a little more sense to her; she could tell which memories were more important, and which ones were meant to serve as a distraction. It started with a long, dark hallway. Hiccup's footsteps echoed in either direction, bouncing off the stone. Along the floor, near the base of the walls, there was a series of ancient dwarven runes which glowed softly, illuminating the hallway only so that it was not pitch dark. Next came an archway, a tall door of stone that was crumbling, held up more by magic than by the rock that formed it. Astrid could tell it was ancient just from the feeling of awe in Hiccup's memories. Etched into the stone were more dwarven runes, even older than the first. Astrid didn't know what they meant, but they felt of warning and punishment to all who dare enter. Where the door in the archway should have been, there was only a void; a darkness which swirled and coalesced unto itself. In the center, there was the faintest pinprick of light.

Astrid, through Hiccup's eyes, watched as he inched ever closer to the archway at the insistence of a disembodied voice behind him, whom she assumed was Sigrid's grandfather. Hiccup reached out gingerly with his left hand, not willing to risk his dominant right, and ever so barely touched the darkness with the tip of one of his fingers.

There was a sudden feeling of vertigo, followed by the floor falling out from underneath Astrid's feet. Then there was darkness, and endless tunnel of black falling towards a point of yellow-orange light. Then...

Nothing. The next memory was Hiccup standing back in the hallway, Allr'bani in hand, looking sweaty and dishevelled. Astrid blinked in confusion, then watched the memories again. And then again. Hiccup had no memory of what occurred within the forge. It was as if it had been erased. Or, possibly, locked away. Astrid was about to growl in frustration when the sound of a child quickly speaking drew her attention.

Hiccup was walking— no, stumbling— back through the dark hallway. Astrid could tell he was empty with exhaustion; his eyes were half lidded, and his hair hung in wet clumps, obscuring his vision. He seemed to not be able to hear the child in his memory rambling away excitedly. Astrid realized, with a start, that she knew who was speaking. It was the spirit that dwelled within the sword, albeit much younger. She sounded as if she was a little girl, no more than five or six years old— not the young woman Astrid knew her to currently sound like.

"Father! Father!" Allr'bani cried happily. "We'll be the strongest, I promise! We'll fulfill your dream, I swear! So long as we're together," she decided happily, soundly. Allr'bani continued to talk to Hiccup, who could not hear her, commenting on how dark and dingy the tunnel was, how beautiful the architecture of the dwarves was, how funny she thought the dwarves' beards were. The memories continued to pass by, day after day, week after week, month after month. Each passing day that Hiccup did not answer her, Allr'bani spoke less and less, until, she did not speak at all.

Allr'bani's last words were haunting. She sounded crushed, abandoned by the one who should have cared for her the most. "You may not be able to hear my voice now, father, but a day will come when you are ready to hear me. When that day comes, we will forge our contract anew," she whispered, before falling silent forever more. Then the memories ceased. There was nothing more until many years later.

Astrid sighed heavily as she retreated from Hiccup's mind. She had gleamed nothing helpful in drawing Thor out of whatever was happening between him and Mjölnir— the only hint she had was the "contract" Allr'bani had mentioned. Perhaps weapons produced from the forge entered into agreements with their wielders? Was Mjölnir acting in accordance to this contract? Or was he "forging" it anew, as Allr'bani had said? There were too many questions, and too little answers.

A mighty boom shook the heavens and jolted Astrid back to reality. The storm's rage peaked, lightning illuminating the sky to the horizons, and thunderous cracks so loud that the ocean quaked. Thor stilled his hand and raised Mjölnir high, gently floating in the eye of the storm. Duna flew around him, squawking in alarm. Lightning flashed, covering the whole of the sky in light as bolts of electricity converged upon Mjölnir. And as suddenly as the storm raged, it calmed. The stormclouds dissipated and returned to their normal color, the winds ceased, and the rain halted. Rays of sunlight pierced the clouds, casting light upon the battlefield below. That's when Astrid felt it. A sudden, aching burn in her ribs. An exquisite pain that made her tremble.

"Hiccup!" Astrid screamed. Stormfly needed no command to descend.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Fenrir and Narfi quickly sprinted to their father and injured brother as the two quickly retreated. Hiccup was losing blood at an alarming rate, and for some reason, the regeneration that Loki had bestowed upon him was not activating. "Why isn't he healing!" Fenrir roared, partially shifting back into his lupine form.<p>

"It's Gungnir," Loki grunted, carrying Hiccup with one arm over his shoulders. "Its energy is interfering, poisoning the wound." Narfi joined his father, looping Hiccup's other arm over his shoulders and expediting their retreat. The four of them began to make their way back to their moored fleet, with Fenrir guarding them.

Before they could get even a few feet, Stormfly landed next to them. Astrid had leapt from the saddle before they had even landed, rushing to Hiccup's side and quickly examining his injury. Loki relinquished his hold on Hiccup so that Astrid could care for him. Toothless and Hel landed a moment later. Toothless crooned sadly and licked at Hiccup's wound, trying to impart some of his breed's natural healing properties that were found in their saliva.

"Quickly! We need to get to the ships!" Loki urged them forward.

Odin watched from the far end of the battlefield as his errant son and his allies fled with their prize. He could not allow their defeat here— it would spell disaster for morale when the final battle came. This was _nothing_ compared to Ragnarök. The destruction of worlds, the genocide of entire species. Losing here meant a greater chance of that future coming to pass. Odin could not let that happen. Not as the King of Asgard, not as an Æsir, not as a man, not as a father. He hefted Gungnir and took a step back, readying himself, before hurling his spear forward. It disappeared in a flash of light.

Hiccup was moving before he even knew what his body was doing. He separated himself from Narfi and Astrid, pushing his way towards his father. Loki turned, an expression of shock, and then horror, on his face as he, too, realized the danger. The scene played out in agonizing slowness as Gungnir reappeared, head first, no more than a foot in front of Hiccup— who was standing directly in front of Loki, the original target. Hiccup's mind roared into action as it caught up with its body's actions. He was going to die. He didn't even think about jumping between death and Loki. The spear inched ever closer until Hiccup was sure it would pierce his heart and end his life.

But it didn't. At the last moment, he was falling. His knees buckled as he was roughly pushed aside. Hiccup's expression of shock was mirrored equally by a surprised Narfi, who found himself in the spear's path instead. The two brothers locked eyes for a moment, before time returned to its normal pace with a vengeance. Gungnir cut through Narfi's chest with ease, sending a spray of crimson that coated Loki behind him. He collapsed immediately, the spear imbedded within. Hiccup crawled over to Narfi with a haste a wounded man of his state ought not to possess. Loki kneeled over his dying son, ignoring the gore that marred his normally perfect appearance. Gungnir faded, returning to its master, and with it gone, the blood began to flow freely. Within moments, Narfi was dead, his eyes glazed and unseeing, his last words dying on his lips.

Fenrir howled in murderous rage, shifting fully into his bestial form in righteous anger. The wolf turned, all semblance of man and consciousness gone; only the animal remained. He charged at the nearest group of warriors— a battalion of dwarves and elves— and destroyed them with savagery that would be spoken of in legend.

Loki reached down and closed Narfi's eyes, before raising his head and casting a murderous glare at his father that would have made any lesser man mad with fear. It promised righteous vengeance for the death of a family member, one that would be paid in full and at great cost.

Astrid watched the scene play out with a detached, surreal feeling. She watched as Hiccup's eyes flickered between Narfi's unseeing ones, as if expecting him to wake up. The guilt, pain, and sadness washed over their soul bond in waves, drowning her in despair. It was all too much. She had to separate, or she would be lost. Astrid's heart ached for him. This was the second time he had to see one whom he considered family perish. First, his mother, by his own hand no less, and now, his brother, at the hand of his greatest enemy.

Astrid felt it then. Like the sea receding before the tsunami, all the things that made Hiccup who he was grew silent. It was a feeling unlike any that she could describe. Her breath caught in her chest as she heard whispers. Whispers in a dark, eldritch language long forgotten. Ancient and powerful, not spoken for an age. The words reminded her of the fear she felt of the darkness as a little girl, all consuming and smothering. Astrid watched in fear as a dark mist slowly began to leak from Hiccup's kneeling form, drifting skyward before dissipating.

"_**No!"**_ Loki cried in fear, shaking Astrid from her reverie. "Vrangr, no! Not without the key! Listen to me!"

But Hiccup didn't listen. His mind was lost in the echo of a thousand thoughts and dark emotions. Shadows danced in his vision, making him feel intoxicated. The shadows cackled and sang, their voices guttural and dark, setting him on edge. They coalesced into barely human forms, tall and short, wide and thin. Some feminine, some masculine. They had no defining features, simply shadows of their former existence. The only thing that linked them together was a set of horns adorning their skulls like a crown, each different in appearance, but each as equally terrible as the last.

"Vrangr! Don't listen to them!" Loki tried again, shaking Hiccup by the shoulders, his wound forgotten. "_Hiccup!_ Damn it, listen to me!" Loki tried, resorting to calling Hiccup by his given name. Still, he had no reaction. Astrid grew even more fearful still. Loki's fear and the echoes of Hiccup's emotions combined to create a terror she had not felt before.

Loki began to curse vividly before standing, taking a step back, and viciously punching Hiccup in the jaw. His fist sailed through him, doing no harm. Loki grew desperate then, assuming the mantle of the Veil, and attempting to do so again. The results were the same.

The shadows became more solid as Hiccup's rage grew and grew to heights he had never felt before. He could make them out, now. They were people, almost, in a way. They had no features, but Hiccup could see them for who their shadows represented. A mother and her little girl, no older than a year. Two children— a boy and a girl— who stood next to each other. A fat man who stood head and shoulders over Hiccup himself. A slender man, with long legs and arms. A buxom woman, who couldn't have been older than he. A plain man with a long beard. The shadows drew closer to him, whispering to him. Calling to him.

"Murder everyone that has ever slighted you," the mother, and her daughter, cooed, as one. Chills ran up and down Hiccup's spine.

"Crush the world beneath your boot, conquer and enslave all who oppose you," the fat, tall man hissed.

"Desecrate all that is sacred and holy," the twins sing-songed, holding hands.

"Destroy everything that is beautiful," the slender man whispered with glee.

"Embrace death. Share it generously," the buxom woman said with a husky voice.

"Reduce all of creation to nothing," the plain, bearded man intoned.

The whispers grew louder and louder until they drowned everything out. More and more shadows appeared, each telling Hiccup what he should do to those who had wounded him so.

"Vrangr! Do not make the same mistake as our predecessor!" Loki cried out, desperately.

"Do not listen to him," the twins sing-songed.

"We can help you," the mother and her child cooed.

"All you have to do," the tall, fat man said.

"Is let us in," the slender man said.

The plain, bearded man remained silent.

"I— I— can control— it, father—" Hiccup stuttered out, barely able to focus on speech. It was a miracle he could hear Loki at all.

"No! There is no stopping the corruption once it begins! Do not listen to them!" Loki yelled. By now, the rest of the battlefield had grown still and silent as they felt the chill of death descend upon them. Even Odin stood in solemn respect for the nightmare growing in front of him.

Hiccup looked up, tearing his gaze from the lifeless body of Narfi. He looked across the battlefield and met Odin's remorseless eyes. He had already made his decision. He would not allow this transgression to go unpunished. He would not suffer this pain again. Twice was far, far too much.

"Hiccup!" Astrid yelled, kneeling at Hiccup's side. "Listen to Loki! Don't listen to the whispers!"

Hiccup's vision went dark for a moment and the aching, crushing feeling in his chest finally faded and was replaced by an icy cold numbness. He gripped the hilt of Allr'bani so tightly tightly his palm began to bleed. Hiccup opened his eyes and felt power course through his veins. It felt like there was more power and blood in him. The shadows grinned.

"Destroy everything that is beautiful," the slender man whispered into Hiccup's ear as his gaze fell on Astrid.

Hiccup was on his feet in an instant, his body simply changing from a kneeling position to a standing one, not going through the physical motions. He raised Allr'bani high, prepared to cut the golden haired girl down. Hiccup felt a faint burn in his sword hand and a sharp pain in his heart. Loki sprung into action, grabbing Astrid and dragging her back and away from Hiccup. He knew that if Hiccup hurt Astrid in his power drunken stupor, he would never forgive himself.

The burn in his sword hand intensified until he could barely hold the sword. His eyes flickered back to the slender man who continued to grin. Hiccup sunk the sword deep into the shadow's belly. The slender man stopped grinning and looked down, confused. Allr'bani didn't even need to be commanded. Emerald flames erupted and consumed the shadow, who died screaming and howling in pain and fury. It was an inhuman, demonic sound— not resembling a man in the slightest. The other shadows receded, taken back by the sudden display of murder.

"I am your master," Hiccup hissed. "Not the other way around."

"Father!" Allr'bani exclaimed happily, glad to see Hiccup back in full control of his actions. The burning in his hand receded.

Hiccup turned his attention to Odin with great difficulty. He felt his rage began to burn to life once more. He could barely hear Allr'bani over the roar of blood in his ears and the whisper of dark thoughts in his mind.

Astrid started forward, intending to drag Hiccup back if she had to. Loki grabbed her by the arm, tightly. She hissed in pain at the strength of his grip. "No, there is nothing we can do for him now," he said, pulling her back towards the ships where most of their army was boarding with as much haste as they could muster.

"I will not leave him!" Astrid hissed back, refusing to let whatever was ailing him consume him.

Loki's eyes narrowed. They flickered between Hiccup, then Astrid, then Hiccup again. He made his decision. Loki's mental assault was like a battering ram destroying a mud house. Astrid's defenses were crippled and swept away in an instant, the whole of her consciousness bare to Loki. He swept inside, getting inside her defenses before she could even muster a single thought. _"Sleep,"_ he commanded. And sleep she did. Astrid collapsed into Loki's arms, who carried her away.

Stormfly jumped in front of his path, growling ferociously, the spines of her tail standing on end. "Release her!" Stormfly bellowed.

Loki sneered at the dragon. "I am saving her life. None of us can be here if Vrangr loses control. He could unleash nightmares not seen since Galmann the Mad and kill every living thing in this entire realm. He wouldn't even give a thought to us," Loki explained.

"He will be…" Loki said. "He will _survive_, in a manner," he corrected himself. "But it would destroy him if he brought harm to _her_," he said, glancing down at Astrid. Stormfly began to relent, but her head followed some object skyward behind Loki.

Loki turned to see what the dragon was looking at. Hiccup was floating upwards, dark mist coming off him in waves; a byproduct of the immense power flowing into him from the Veil. Loki was vaguely aware of Fenrir returning, his black fur coated in crimson gore, as he sniffed the deceased Narfi and whined shrilly. Behind him, near Stormfly, Astrid's other friends, including his brother— who was unconscious on the back of Duna, he noted smugly— landed, ready to retreat.

Hiccup stared down at the battlefield, though he only had eyes for one man. Odin met his hateful gaze, Gungnir grasped firmly in one hand. The two men simply stared at each other for one long, timeless moment. Then the corner of Odin's lips upturned in a barely perceptible smirk.

Hiccup's eyes widened as the fires within him raged and burned ever brighter, ever hotter. He felt like he was burning from the inside out. "I… hate this," he said. "These people, this world, this… pain."

The shadows remained respectfully silent, the death of one of their own weighing heavily on their minds. None, not even themselves, had managed to slay one of their own before. Only one dared to voice his thoughts. "Then return it all to nothing," the plain, bearded man said, stepping forward. "You have the knowledge, after all."

Images and experiences flowed into Hiccup's mind like the tide, a great influx of knowledge stemming from the bearded man. A power beyond all imagining, a weapon of the gods: the power to return all of creation to less than even ash. But there were other things, too. Images of a life beyond the darkness, memories of a time long forgotten. Memories of a man, not a shadow. Memories of Galmann the Mad, the greatest sorcerer to ever live, and the predecessor of Hiccup and Loki.

"A warning, my son, lost in the dark," the shadow, Galmann, said. "You walk a fine line; a traveller between worlds. Each time you delve into the dark, it becomes a little more a part of you, a little more vital. Eventually, it erodes all that you are, until only the dark remains. Then, you are as we are: a Shade." Then, one by one, the Shades began to dissipate, returning to the dark void of the Veil.

Hiccup turned his attention back to the battlefield, that was now far below him. He had the power to make it all go away. He held up his hands, looking at his palms. He turned them inwards, grasping at the air like it was a ball. He grit his teeth and focussed. For a long moment, nothing happened. Then, in the very center, a small pinprick of darkness flickered into existence. It grew larger and larger, until it was as large as a small coin. The darkness bubbled and hissed, as if trying to escape some unseen cage that imprisoned it.

"No…" Loki whispered, a cross between horror and terror. He turned and summoned a familiar; a winged snake, much like the ones found on the realm of the Nidhogg, Hvergelmir. "We have to go, now! Fly to the island!" Loki yelled frantically. He and Astrid quickly flew to the island on the back of the winged serpent, Stormfly following behind them indignantly to make sure her rider did not fall. The others, seeing Loki's fear, did not question him.

When they landed on the island, Loki quickly dismounted and dropped Astrid to the ground unceremoniously. He cast a quick glance towards Hiccup to confirm he was still in the process of casting. He was. The small speck of darkness had grown, until now it was the size of a man's fist. Loki cursed. He held up his hand, eying the ring of pure black that wound around his finger. He closed his eyes, and the emeralds set in the serpent's eyes on the ring began to glow. The same glow enveloped all of the isle and those on it.

"Loki," Agvior said, causing Loki to jump in fright. "What is happening?" Agvior asked, inclining his head towards Hiccup.

"... Anti-magic," Loki answered. "Opposite to magic in every possible way; a rare element produced within the Veil. When it comes into contact with normal arcane energy, it reacts… violently," he said. Loki looked back at Hiccup, then at his ring again. "There is nothing left. This world will be dead," he added.

Odin felt the destructive power of Hiccup's spell. He took a few running steps forward and hurled Gungnir towards him. The spear thundered towards Hiccup like a bolt of lightning, intent on killing him. When it was no more than twenty feet away, something strange happened. The spear that never misses, missed. Gungnir sailed wide, flying over Hiccup's shoulder and falling to the ground below.

The speck of darkness grew even larger still, until Hiccup could no longer contain it within his hands. He released it, letting it float slowly downwards on some unseen wind. Loki's breath caught in his chest as he looked back at his ring. The glow around him, the island, and all on it grew even brighter still. "If you believe in a god," Loki said, drawing everyone's attention. "Pray now. We need all the help we can get."

Hiccup watched the ball of darkness descended upon the island of Nágrind. "Behold," he intoned.

The wards, invisible to the naked eye, began to interact with the anti-magic, unravelling the protective magic that kept it separate from the physical realm.

"Obliteration."

And then the world went dark.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

And now we have the first death on Loki's side. A lot of people were speculating on who exactly the bell was tolling for (in reference to this series of chapter's title) and now we know.

Another chapter down. We're rapidly approaching the climax of this story, as I _think_, this is the last major battle before Ragnarök. There are several more chapters between now and then, before we get to the final battle, but it is coming up shortly. I would estimate that there is no more than ten or so chapters left, plus the epilogue, and then any one-shots related directly to "Hail to the King," such as Loki's childhood, perhaps a few tales of Hiccup exploring Midgard, etc. By my estimates, this puts HTTK at just under 60 chapters and 550-570k words in length. Not bad for my first story, eh? I feel like my writing has improved quite a bit since my first chapters.

Regarding what I will do next, I'm still undecided. There is potential for a sequel, as there will be some things left purposely open ended, and I do have a somewhat large script already prepared, but I have been feeling the itch to write for other fandoms. Notably among my scribblings are: gritty, dark, and realistic Pokémon, in an almost post-apocalyptic setting; a Mass Effect novelization following my character, a renegade with a taste for wanton destruction and slaughter; a Harry Potter original story, following Harry's son, Albus, and exploring the post-war society of magical England; a Bleach story in which Ichigo dies and is reborn as a Hollow, and his subsequent rise to power; and, finally, a Code Geass story detailing how the world recovers in the wake of Lelouch's death, and whether the peace he created was truly as long lasting as he hoped.

Of course, I imagine most of you would want to see the sequel of HTTK, but of those above, what would interest you most? As always, it would be in my style, so expect similar levels of maturity, scenes of graphical nature, dark themes, plot complexity, etc. **There is a poll on my profile where you can vote on what I do next. I encourage you to vote if you are so inclined.**

Guest — Yep, love me some Fall Out Boy. I think _"Centuries"_ describes Hiccup's situation quite well. In addition, _"Immortals"_ quite accurately describes the tension in Hiccup's and Astrid's relationship.

As always, thanks for reading, and I hope you enjoyed. Please leave a review.

- Musica


	48. A Taste of Godhood

**A/N:** I'm back! Another chapter, the longest in a while. Enjoy!

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter 48: A Taste of Godhood<strong>

by Code Musica

* * *

><p>Astrid was vaguely aware of the sensation of wings beating up and down and the rhythmic rise and fall of whatever she was on as it ascended skyward. It was like she was in a half-sleep; half dreaming, half waking. There was some irresistible urge to give in to the sweet release of slumber, but something tugged at her consciousness to stay wakeful.<p>

She felt it, through the strange sixth sense that she had developed ever since awakening to sensing the energy of Yggdrasil that saturated the Nine Realms. It reminded her dusk on Berk. Dusk was always her least favorite time of day. It signified the reign of darkness and the threat of dragon attacks. It always made her feel uneasy. Nervous. Anxious. She could feel it in her bones when something was going to go wrong.

Something was going wrong. Something_ is_ wrong, Astrid amended. With that realization, she was rudely awakened as she was scooped up and dropped to the ground. Astrid resisted the urge to groan as her mind asserted dominance over her body once more and memories of their current crisis flooded her mind. Now that she was fully awake, she felt the encroaching dusk grow stronger, darker. She saw Loki begin to curse and examine his hand, or more specifically, a ring upon one of his fingers. Astrid vaguely remembered Hiccup explaining the rings— how they were symbols of their family, and how each of their own rings were based on Loki's. While theirs was enchanted to have certain magical properties, Loki's was far more powerful.

As disconcerting as the dusk was, what came next sent shivers up and down Astrid's spine. Loki's ring began to glow, and the glow expanded, consuming the entire island and each and every one of them on the island. Astrid was intimately familiar with illusion magic, and what she felt was the greatest illusion of them all— greater than even Hiccup's mastery over a person's perception of time. It was not an illusion on them, or the island, or even the armies below.

It was an illusion cast upon Yggdrasil herself. Astrid could feel the illusion as Loki weaved it; it sunk its claws into Yggdrasil, twisting reality to his will. Suddenly it all made sense: Loki's ring was forged by one of the dwarven clan chiefs as a gift to Asgard before he betrayed them. But it wasn't just any forge that birthed the ring, it was the Star Forge, forger of great and terrible weapons. The ring was meant to amplify and broadcast the illusion, allowing him to cast it upon beings he never would have been able to control otherwise. Beings like Yggdrasil. It was a frightening power.

Astrid saw Agvior walk by her and start talking to Loki. A sudden tug at her arm revealed a worried, and somewhat bloodied, Sigrid. Next to her was Stormfly and Toothless, both dragons crooning mournfully. Auriel was staring out over the edge of the island, and Agni was nearby, trying to comfort her from the looks of it. Thor was unconscious, strewn across the back of Sigrid's dragon while Duna fretted over her rider.

Astrid struggled to stand, and was forced to accept help from Sigrid to get to her feet. Apparently Loki's command to sleep was still struggling to overpower her. She was going to slap him for that. Hard.

Astrid's eyes searched for Hiccup in the battlefield below. Guided by the soul bond, she felt him not below, but above. He was floating several hundred feet above them, looking down upon the battlefield. She could faintly make out a small, black sphere clasped between the palms of his hand. The sense of dread she felt with the coming dusk returned with a vengeance, causing her to shiver violently. Her thoughts went back to Hiccup's strange behavior. The whispers she heard in his mind. Him attacking her, before hesitating and turning on some unseen foe. Something was wrong. Something was very, very wrong. The world had pushed Hiccup, and kept pushing and pushing, until it could push no further. Now, Hiccup was pushing back, and she didn't know if the world could endure a wrathful Hiccup.

Suddenly, Hiccup released the black sphere, which glided downwards on an unseen wind. Wards around Nágrind flared to life, intercepting it. Layer upon layer of protective shielding around the sphere came undone. For Astrid, the world was filled with a crescendo of equally disturbing, dreadful premonitions. Loki weaving his illusion over Yggdrasil, and Hiccup performing… whatever it was he was about to unleash.

The sphere of darkness bulged suddenly, stretching at the seams and threatening to burst, like a pregnant stormcloud before the storm. For one long, eerie moment, the entire world went silent. The silence was loud. Much too loud.

Then, there was only shadow, as the world was painted black. Astrid heard screams. Her own. Those of her friends. Those of the men and women below her; great cries of terror. The sphere of darkness exploded outwards in a great, all consuming nova. Everywhere the shadow touched, Yggdrasil's light was extinguished. Not forever, but it would years— decades, even— before magic returned to the realm. It would be a dead realm, incapable of supporting life. The water would grow poisonous. The air would grow stagnant. The trees and grass would wither and die. The land would turn infertile.

Then there was silence.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup watched with a detached, morbid fascination as he released what he knew would be the single most destructive piece of magic witnessed in recent history. Not since the reign of Galmann the Mad had the Nine Realms experienced such devastation. And yet, he could not find it in himself to care. It was like his body had become that of a puppet. He heard strange voices in his mind, felt strange emotions in his heart, and his body moved to the whims of his rage and sadness. It felt like he was watching another act in his place. He had only step forward and claim the strings and his body would be his once more, but he couldn't find the will to do so.<p>

The world had taken enough from him. He was so tired of it all. He was driven from his home as a child, unloved and unwanted. He was thrust into a cold, harsh world of war, famine, and disease. His only path in life chosen for him by the Order, and yet, that was the only place he could go. The Nine Realms looked poorly upon humans. He would not find a home or profession amongst the realms. And when he finally, after so long, returned home, he found that he was no longer the same person and there was no fixing the broken, mangled family he had left behind. Then he had found his mother, only to have her stolen from him so soon— and by his own hand, no less. No, the only family he had was Astrid, Loki, and his brothers and sister.

And now they had dared to take one of them from him. They would rue the day they thought they could take his family from him. He poured more and more of the darkness from the Veil into his spell; the sphere of antimagic swelling and bulging at the seams. It floated on an invisible wind down to the island of Nágrind. Hiccup could feel the wards of the island attempting to repel what it saw as an outside attack. That would be this world's undoing.

Hiccup quirked his head as he waited for the destruction. He didn't have to wait long. The antimagic seemed to grow larger, and even more dark. Light itself seemed to flow into it, unable to flee from its doom. Some strange, alien noise hummed through the entire realm, drowning out and silencing the whole world. Then, the darkness exploded outwards, in a great nova that surged in every direction at once. Hiccup was thrust violently back into his body as the world was painted black.

It was a feeling unlike anything he could describe. Fire flowed through his veins and lightning coursed through his muscles. There was pain and pleasure, each as exquisite and all consuming as the other. He felt every fiber of his being flare to life with a dark power that was not of this world.

The darkness lasted what seemed to be an age, but in reality, was only an instant. Hiccup blinked, then raised his hand to shield his eyes from the harsh glare of the sun. He had a sudden, violent feeling of vertigo, and a raging headache that felt as if someone had struck him with a mace. Yet, for some reason, his control of his Veilform felt stronger than ever. Such distractions would have normally forced him to return to his physical form. Now, they were no more a bother than an annoying itch.

As his body recovered from the strain of such magic, Hiccup gazed down upon the results of his work. Where once there was a great island, a bastion of law and order among the Nine Realms, there was now nothing. Hiccup blinked in disbelief.

There was literally nothing. Nágrind was an island surrounded by sea in every direction for as far as the eye could see. Hundreds upon hundreds of leagues of water. There were thousands, easily tens of thousands, of ships moored in the water and in the sky. Or, more accurately, there were.

Now there was nothing. Nothing but a great crater of such unimaginable size that it boggled the mind. In the far, far reaches, Hiccup could faintly make out the sight of great waterfalls cascading down into the caldera. At his current distance, they appeared to be no larger than the smallest of his fingers, but in reality, he knew they must be unimaginably tall.

The cold, harsh reality of what he had done and witnessed sent tendrils of icy fear clawing at his chest as his heart raced. He had not just killed his enemies. He had killed everyone. His allies. His friends. His family. Astrid.

No, it went beyond that. He had become Death; the destroyer of worlds. What he stared down upon was the corpse of a world, dead and rotting. Hiccup's breathing came in short, ragged breaths that seemed to provide both too much, and not enough, air. He felt his mind unravelling at the ends like a frayed piece of thread. He clutched at them, trying to hold himself together.

Several cackles drew his attention. Hiccup turned to see that the Shades had returned. Galmann was no longer among them. Now it was only the mother and her daughter; the twins, the little girl and boy; the buxom woman; the tall, fat man; and, to Hiccup's great anger, the tall, thin man whom he had slain for trying to have him kill Astrid.

The tall, thin man seemed to take note of Hiccup's ire and broke into fits of hysterical, maniacal laughter. "How are you still alive?" Hiccup growled.

The man mimed wiping a tear from his eyes. "No, no. You cannot kill us, boy. You know the power of the Great Dark— what need have we, its children, for only one body? One soul? So I have willed it, so it has been done," the tall, thin man answered, before breaking down into another fit of laughter at Hiccup's shocked expression. Allr'bani was a sword forged for deicide— the slayer of gods. How could this mere shadow of a man not be reduced to nothing when consumed by her fire?

No, it was a trick, Hiccup decided. He reached down and gripped the hilt of Allr'bani tightly, before drawing and pointing at the thin man. The other Shades chuckled at him, causing Hiccup's anger to flare. He sunk the sword into the thin man's belly with sickening ease. "Devour," Hiccup commanded.

Nothing happened.

The thin man broke into raucous laughter, his form wavering from his lack of concentration. "What…" Hiccup said in disbelief as he withdrew Allr'bani and took several steps backwards, away from the Shades.

"_Allr'bani!"_ Hiccup mentally roared, trying to summon the spirit of his sword.

There was only silence. "I thought you were smarter than this, brother," a voice said in his ear. Hiccup recoiled as the buxom woman had appeared next to him in an instant. The other Shades had encircled him, forcing him to stay in close proximity. "Galmann shared his knowledge with you. You saw the after effects of the antimagic firsthand. How do you think the Allfather's spear— who never misses— missed you?" the woman said.

The woman drew uncomfortably closer, her lips brushing against Hiccup's ear. "Magic goes awry in the presence of antimagic, you know this, even the magic in your precious soul weapon," she whispered seductively.

Hiccup swung Allr'bani violently, cutting down the woman and the thin man behind her in one effortless cleave. He jumped over their bisected bodies and turned to face the Shades, watching as the two pulled their forms back together. "What do you want!" Hiccup demanded, still holding Allr'bani threateningly despite the sword being no better than a common blade without the spirit within.

The large, fat man stepped forward with a grin. "You know what we want, brother," he declared imperiously.

"You're no family of mine, shadow," Hiccup growled.

The mother and her daughter chuckled. "Not by blood of the covenant or the womb, but of inner darkness," both recited.

"What do you want," Hiccup hissed, repeating his question. His eyes darted back and forth as he maintained his distance from the Shades, looking for a way out. His mind raced as he sorted through the influx of information he had been gifted from Galmann. If magic went awry in the presence of antimagic, and that effect was strong enough… would the World Gate even function? Icy tendrils of dread spread through his chest at the thought of being trapped on the dead realm with the Shades until he could, somehow, escape.

"It's not what we want," the twins said, mirroring one another with clasped hands. "It's what Mother wants!"

Hiccup grit his teeth and took a step backwards. The Shades were obviously insane, twisted by their countless ages trapped within the Veil. They would give him no answers and, while they could not truly harm him while they were not summoned to the physical plane, he felt that there was something malicious about their presence in his mind. A taint upon his soul, a disease that needed to be purged. Letting them fester would only hasten his doom.

He turned and fled, the space in front of him dwindling as the space behind him expanded. The familiar rush of travelling through the Veil made his blood sing in ways that it had never done before. It made his heart beat erratically in his chest, and his insides flip in excitement. Hiccup headed south, vaguely in the direction he remembered the World Gate was. He hoped that against all odds, the World Gate had survived the antimagic blast and would be fully operational.

The Shades cackled and gave chase, following their quarry with the speed only shadows could achieve. Hiccup felt, more than heard, their approach, and hastened his pace, determined to escape the shadows.

The chase went on for hours. Hiccup knew they were toying with him. They could have caught him easily, if they really wanted to. No, they enjoyed his desperate attempts to evade them, thrived off it, drew sustenance from it. It lit the fires of anger that gave him the energy to go faster. The Shades were forced to focus as Hiccup quickened his pace, ceasing in their laughter.

Hiccup came to an abrupt halt. What he saw before him was an impossibility. The World Gate hung low in the sky, falling slowly to the ground below. The great wooden ring crafted from the bark of Yggdrasil was graying and dying, like a diseased tree in winter. The energy that held the portal aloft dissipating, the enchantments unravelling. Such a thing would have been heralded as the end of days, had any lived to see it, other than him and the Shades. His heart gave a painful clench at the thought of the lives he had taken in his fit of anger. His friends and allies, gone. Their deaths were the worst. He had plenty of blood on his hands. They were stained in crimson. The deaths of common rank and file no longer troubled him. Only those he cared for now wounded him so. Perhaps Astrid had been right. He had changed. Terribly so. The days where he sought only for the common man's happiness seemed like a distant memory. Hiccup wondered idly, as he accepted that he was stranded with his nightmares, when Hiccup Haddock had truly died, and when Vrangr Lokison was born.

The Shades stood behind Hiccup, giving him some small measure of privacy. His mood rippled through the Veil like a stone thrown into a still pond. He was a newborn, barely taking his first steps into the darkness. They knew how dangerous that could be. His last thoughts were ironic to the shadows. Now he had become the nightmare.

Hiccup watched, in horrified fascination, as parts of the wooden ring of the World Gate cracked and fell to the crater below. The stone shattered under the immense weight of the falling wood, sending great plumes of mist and dirt into the air. From the great distance Hiccup and the Shades flew at, they appeared no larger than their fingers.

A crushing sadness consumed Hiccup then, as the weight of his actions settled upon him. Everyone and everything he had ever loved had been taken from him; if not by fate, then by his own hands. His home. His father. His mother. His friends. His family. Toothless. Astrid. Even Allr'bani was gone, he mused dejectedly, staring down at the lifeless husk of metal in his hand. He had nothing left. What point was there in living?

The Shades panicked. Their new brother was going to throw himself into the great abyss between realities, an endless sea of the Veil where creation grew strange and twisted. Though it would corrupt him fully, his usefulness to them in the physical realm would cease. They could not allow that. Retreating from his mind, they allowed their taint to diminish, and the first rays of goodness returned.

The buxom woman quickly appeared before Hiccup, startling him from his dark thoughts. He hadn't even been aware of the danger he had posed to himself. "Now, let us not be rash," she chided, holding up a hand to placate him.

Hiccup was about to retort sarcastically when he felt his mind become more his own than it had previously. The stark difference between his previous mood and his current one alarmed him. His mental shields snapped up, becoming a core of impenetrable steel that no man could pierce. He built layer upon layer, expanding and throwing out the shadows that lingered in his mindscape. With each layer, he felt more and more himself.

The Shades smiled. "You _are_ quite talented in the mind arts," the tall, fat man said.

"We often wondered who would succumb first, you or your father, and which would be easiest to bend to our will," the twins sing-songed.

Hiccup shot the Shades a look of pure hatred that would have put the fear of god into any mortal man. His mind rapidly recovering, he began to notice things that had been hidden from his senses. The first, and most important by far: Astrid was alive. The steady, rhythmic pulse from their soul bond reassured him that they had not been separated by death. Though the connection was strained, likely due to the vast distance between them, he knew she was safe and, at the very least, largely uninjured.

The second, was that he had not noticed some of the more important events directly leading up to him unleashing antimagic on the world once more. He could now remember his father taking Astrid and the rest of his family to their island, where he activated the ring and cast an illusion on Yggdrasil to take them to safety. He could see various skyships and dragons making their way to the island as well, meaning not all of their forces had been decimated, though a large portion certainly had. All the sorrow he had felt over their deaths was instantly washed away, replaced by anger and hate towards the Shades, that they could blind him so. Most importantly: he noticed a brilliant, brief flash of light just before the explosion. It was a bright shade of gold that crackled with inner power, flashing and thundering skyward in a bolt of energy. Hiccup knew of only one man whose magic took on such a hue. The Allfather. It was likely that he had survived, but by what means, Hiccup did not know. If Odin was capable of saving himself, certainly he could have saved others, so perhaps all of their greatest enemies had lived.

The thought left a bad taste in his mouth. The Allfather was thousands of years older than Loki, and he had spent those years studying disciplines of the arcane that most never even thought possible. His father before him, too, had done the same, and his father before him, for countless generations. Who knew what Odin was capable of? Perhaps he had whisked away all of their warriors, leaving Hiccup to slaughter his own men and murder a world.

Finishing his mental fortifications, Hiccup turned his thoughts back to his current predicament. He was trapped on a dying world with no way to leave unless he wished to take an extremely risky, extremely dangerous jump through the Veil and across dimensions. Given that the Shades would likely attempt to posses him again, it was an option he did not want to resort to willingly.

"So eager to be parted from our company, are you?" the woman and her child noted.

Hiccup growled in frustration. The Shades had not left him, despite throwing off their influence entirely. "Go back to the shadow," Hiccup commanded, willing them to vanish. He would never fall so low as to allow them, or anyone else, control him again.

The Shades shared a look with each other. Obviously, they had failed. But there would be other opportunities in the future. Once the corruption began, there was no stopping it. One could slow its progress, but never halt it entirely. With knowing smirks, they faded to nothing, leaving Hiccup alone with his thoughts on Nágrind.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid closed her eyes tightly as a violent feeling of vertigo threatened to empty the contents of her stomach as they were whisked through time and space. The ramifications of the power Loki's ring wielded was one that sent chills down her spine. If it functioned as normal illusion magic did, as Hiccup had explained it to her so long ago, then the illusion only affected the mind, but the mind made it real for the body. If Loki could cast an illusion on Yggdrasil, then her body would be the "harp" that Agvior had explained to them during his explanation of the Veil. That could only mean one thing: an illusion so powerful it changed reality. Such magic bordered on the realm of godhood, and Astrid was horrified by the thought of someone as cruel and heartless as Loki wielding it.<p>

And yet, it had to have limitations. Rules. If Loki could re-write reality in his own image, then why hadn't he simply killed Odin and all his other enemies? Why not bring back Sigyn? Why bother fighting a war at all if he could just kill them with a mere thought from a realm away? That meant one of two things: Loki couldn't, or he simply wasn't strong enough to do so. Astrid highly doubted it was the latter. So, the ring couldn't kill. He couldn't simply unmake someone. But what about conjuring a massive boulder above their heads and dropping it? What about setting their house ablaze in the dead of night? Too many questions, not enough answers.

Astrid felt gravity return as she was bodily slammed into the hard ground by some unseen force. Her insides protested violently at the feeling, and she struggled to her knees and vomited. Tears came to her eyes unbidden as she was violently sick, devolving into dry heaving as her body protested being moved to… wherever they were.

With great effort, Astrid managed to roll away from her sickness and collapse onto her back, taking deep gasps of breath. Around her, she heard others being equally as violently ill as she had been. She would have laughed, had she not felt her stomach threatening to retch again. Astrid made to sit up, but went painfully stiff as an array of emotions flooded through the soul bond she shared with Hiccup. She only had a brief moment to fear for him before she was swept away in a tide of rising anger, hate, and despair that threatened to drown out everything else in her mind. Fire flowed through her veins and lightning coursed through her body as she felt everything as Hiccup did. Whatever was happening to him was both terrible and great.

As suddenly as it came, the flood receded, replaced by an icy cold that chilled the heart and drowned the mind in sorrow. And, for one brief, horrible moment, she felt it: the same feeling she felt in her vision, just before Hiccup sunk the blade of Allr'bani in his chest. A feeling of despair so great that one could not continue on. That the cold, peaceful embrace of death was the better alternative than to linger. And, to Astrid's surprise, her panic was shared. Like clouds parting on a rainy day and allowing the sun's rays to fall, the shadows clouding Hiccup's mind receded, and the despair dissipated.

Astrid gasped as she was released from whatever great turmoil Hiccup was experiencing, the danger passed. She blinked away tears and focussed on calming her rapid pulse. The was vaguely aware of a worried Sigrid hovering over her, though her diminutive height made her seem all the more flustered. Sitting up suddenly, the two of them nearly knocked heads as Astrid took in her surroundings.

The first thing she noticed was the cold. It was snowing, and ice had quickly reformed on the island, many of the flora in the gardens wilting and dying as winter set in. A blizzard of titanic proportions brewed in the distance. Astrid knew she was back on Jötunheim. "What's happening?" Astrid immediately asked, struggling to her feet over a protesting Sigrid.

The dwarf grumbled about the tall folk and their stubbornness. "We, uh," Sigrid struggled to find the words needed to convey what exactly had just happened to them. "We're on Jötunheim," she settled for. "Everyone is accounted for, all safe and whole. Loki is missing. We're all standing out in the cold because the wolf is in a rage."

Astrid turned to look where Sigrid's eyes were focussed on. Before the doors of the palace, Fenrir, Hel, and a young boy of perhaps no older than fifteen were standing over a man laid on the ground. Fenrir had his hair gripped painfully tight in his hands as he howled in anger and sadness. Hel wept silently, tears running down her cheeks. The boy was on his knees, broken down into sobs and unintelligible whines that made Astrid's heart clench in sympathy. Though she hadn't met him personally, judging by his fair features and inky black hair, he was Váli, the timid and youngest of Loki's sons— also the closest to the departed Narfi.

Astrid shot Sigrid a piercing glare. "They might not be good people, but they are suffering from a loss as dear as any. Have a care," she scolded. Sigrid looked like she wanted to retort, but thought better and held her tongue. At the very least, they were Hiccup's family, and, by extension, Astrid's. In some twisted, tall folk way. Dwarves were so much simpler, Sigrid thought.

"I'll kill them!" a strangled, hoarse voice cut through the tense atmosphere. "I'll kill them all!" Váli screamed, his voice cracking from youth and sorrow. Váli's outburst drew everyone's eye as the young boy stood, howled in rage, and suddenly transformed into a giant, snarling Red Death, unleashing a torrent of fire that scorched the sky.

"By the ancestors," Sigrid swore, gripping the haft of her warhammer tightly.

"Váli!" Fenrir protested, as Váli spread his wings and prepared to take flight.

Thankfully, before he could take flight, Hel's threads caught him fast, snaring his wings and legs. Váli fell to the ground with a strangled, draconic cry, reverting to his human form. He laid there, on the cold, freezing grass of the gardens crying. Sobbing for his lost brother. Hel walked over to Váli, kneeling and rubbing his back, trying to provide some small measure of comfort. Fenrir watched on, wishing he could do more. His bestial blood sang out, crying for him to slaughter and maim. Even now, he struggled to contain his primal nature.

Váli sniffed, inhaling hard, trying to gain breath to speak. "Where— where is big brother Vrangr?" Astrid heard Váli ask Hel in a strangled whisper.

Hel opened her mouth to reply, but no words came. She didn't know. No one did. Not even Astrid. And that ate at her. Astrid knew he was alive, but that told her little of how he was. Hiccup was fragile, like a pane of glass. And the world was content to throw rocks at him, breaking him crack by crack. Eventually, he had to break. And that day was today.

And Fate had a cruel sense of humor. For when one speaks of the devil, he shall appear.

A terrible, cold dread settled over Astrid and the others. It was not the harsh cold of Jötunheim, which raised hairs and rattled teeth, but the cold that settled in the heart's of men in the face of true malevolence.

Like the fabric of a worn tunic, frayed and torn asunder, the world parted before their eyes. It started as barely a small cut, a tiny shard of darkness that hung in the air on invisible strings. The cut expanded— running up and down in jagged, winding pattern— until there was a line of inky darkness that was so black it seemed to devour the light. It was a crack in space, a wound upon reality.

And from that wound sprouted two pale hands. They grasped at the fraying fabric, and tore the world asunder, creating a passageway through time and space, and the world witnessed the first true Rift created since the reign of Galmann the Mad.

Hiccup bodily pulled himself through the Rift, gasping and breathing in the free air. He hadn't really been thinking when he decided to try out his newfound powers. He had been desperate to escape the dying world of Nágrind. Desperate enough to risk the Shades once more. He figured, if he was going to be dragged down to the pits of whatever afterlife there was to burn with the sinners— he would go down there a legend.

A howl of fury drew Hiccup's attention as he softly landed on the terrace of his family's palace. Fenrir had shifted into his lupine form and was charging him, claws bared. "Fenrir?" Hiccup questioned, his voice lilting with an echo.

Fenrir skidded to a stop, his claws digging into the earth. His yellow eyes flickered back and forth. "... Brother?" Fenrir asked, apprehension clear in his voice.

Hiccup smiled, glad to be home. He was too tired to notice the fear in his brother's voice.

"What has befallen you…" Fenrir asked, shifting back to his human form.

Hiccup quirked his head. "I do not understand," he said. Fenrir waved his hand, freezing over the water of a nearby fountain. Though it was not often he practiced magic, for he preferred the more savage pleasures of the battlefield, he was still stronger than the average sorcerer in the arcane. He gestured for Hiccup to look.

Hiccup stared at his reflection, his brain taking a moment to realize that what was staring up at him was not one of his delusions onset by a Shade, but in fact, he himself. After returning from his mission as a spy, he had completed his training under his father, perfecting his control over his form in the Veil. Now it seemed as if all that training and control had been for naught. His heart stilled.

Staring back up at him was a Shade, or at least, the makings of one. The dark mists of the Veil clung to him like a second skin, giving him a dark complexion that marred his aristocratic features and auburn hair. Two small nubs protruded from his forehead, just below his hairline— the makings of his own set of horns that the Shades all shared. He had become the very monster he fought against, and he didn't even realize it.

The Shades had won. Their victory would be slow and insidious, but they had dealt the mortal blow. He was living on borrowed time. And yet, he could not give up hope. A monster he may be, but a monster could still slay a hero. Hiccup recoiled violently, throwing off the mantle of the Veil and returning to his physical form fully. The sound of breaking glass pierced the silence as Hiccup shed the shadows.

To the people standing on Loki's island, Hiccup's arrival was not the return of their brother or friend, but the descent of a dark god that brought with him the end of days. To Hiccup, his gambit of opening a Rift was nothing. A means to an end. A way to get back to his family, to Astrid.

Fenrir seemed to be at a loss of words. He wasn't a skilled orator like his father or Hiccup. He didn't know what to say. Hiccup looked past Fenrir where Hel and Váli had returned to gaze upon their brother's body. He walked slowly forward, not really believing that he wasn't dreaming or trapped within some nightmare the Shades had created. He was only vaguely aware of Astrid slipping her hand into his, lacing their fingers, as she joined him in seeing to Narfi, offering her silent support. Their soul bond thrummed happily as the two were, finally, reunited.

Narfi's face was peacefully frozen, his eyes closed by one of his other siblings. Hiccup could almost see his brother's look of apathy that marred his features so often in life. The look of one who was bored with life, but couldn't find it within himself to give up on it entirely. Whilst Narfi hadn't been the closest of his siblings, the loss Hiccup felt at the world taking back some small part of the happiness he had built for himself was devastating.

Váli looked up, sensing the two new looming shadows. It was only when Hiccup saw Váli's tear stained cheeks that he realized he himself had been silently crying. He gave Váli a ghost of a smile and patted his head, trying to reassure him that everything would be okay. Narfi and Váli had been close; inseparable when they were together. Narfi took little Váli under his wing, trying to break him out of his shell. Hiccup felt ashamed that he had reacted so foolhardy. His own grief would be incomparable to Váli's.

Astrid snaked an arm around Hiccup's waist and drew closer, offering him some small measure of comfort. Hiccup turned and wrapped his arms around his beloved, pulling her close and resting his chin on her shoulder. Though Astrid felt no great sorrow of her own at Narfi's passing, she could feel the pain Hiccup and his family felt. She could empathize with their loss.

After a few minutes of silent mourning, Fenrir spoke. "Pup," he said, drawing Hiccup's attention. "Father is missing."

Hiccup lifted his head and cast a few quick glances around. Loki was indeed not among them. It was possible he was deep within the sanctuary of their palace, but Hiccup doubted it. There would only be one place his father would go to recover from using the ring. "I'll find him," Hiccup said, his voice hoarse.

Astrid's lips parted to protest, but he silenced her with a quick, chaste kiss. "I'll be back soon. It's not far," Hiccup reassured her. He flickered, and in an instant, was gone; whisked away through the Veil.

Hiccup reappeared in a dark tunnel that sloped downwards. He immediately cast off the mantle of the Veil, not wanting to use it more than he absolutely had to. He made the long, solemn walk through the winding tunnels far beneath the surface of Jötunheim. Eventually, he came to a small stone door hidden in plain sight among the rocky surface of the tunnel. Hiccup waved his hand and cast a quick, memorized spell that caused runes along the door to glow brightly for a brief moment before the door swung inward on silent hinges.

The familiar darkness of his father's hidden study greeted him as he made his way inside. The only light was the soft glow of runes that warded the location from being found. It was a large facility, easy for the unaware to become lost. On each floor, there were several large, expansive wings that branched off in each direction; each dedicated to some pursuit of the arcane that Loki was working on. But Hiccup knew where he would be. At the lowest level, at the very center. It was where his father always went to recover from the cost of using the ring.

The soft glow of runes increased in intensity as he approached the center of the lowest floor. There, encased in crystal and suspended in fluid, was the body of Sigyn; still as youthful and beautiful as ever, untouched by time. Seated on the floor, looking up at her, was Loki. He was pale, and covered in a fine sheen of sweat.

Hiccup sat down quietly next to his father. The two of them said nothing, simply content to sit in the twilight. "I'm surprised your mind is still wholly your own," Loki said after a long while.

"It's not," Hiccup responded.

"Ah," Loki said.

It was a short, simple conversation for such a dark topic, and yet both of them knew the risks and consequences of their use of the Veil. It was not safe without the key. There was nothing else to be said.

Hiccup cast a sidelong glance at Loki before returning his gaze to the pillar of crystal Sigyn rested within. "I know," he said, simply.

Loki was quiet for a time. "What would you do if she was taken from you? Would you give up, accept that fate had stolen the other half of your heart, or would you fight against nature itself to bring her back?" Loki asked, not really expecting an answer. Not really needing one.

"At first, I felt the fire in my heart burn so bright I thought I would burst into flames. I was determined to see her returned to me. I spent hundreds of years here, in solitude, laboring to return her to the land of the living. Eventually," he said sadly, "that fire began to dwindle. In some small part of my heart, I realized she was gone, but I couldn't accept it. As time went on, I came to realize that my task was impossible. Like a match, I was burned out, left charred and broken."

Loki laughed quietly under his breath. "It is a terrible feeling. Nothing ever really dulls the pain. The only thing I have left is vengeance, then I can rest," he said.

"I pray you never suffer what I have," Loki said softly, placing a reassuring hand on Hiccup's shoulder. "Go, tell your siblings I am fine. My magic will return to me within a month's time. It seems the cost was especially high this time."

Hiccup nodded and stood, before returning the island, leaving Loki alone with his thoughts. The enchantments of the ring had stripped him of his magic for now, and that meant they had time to rest and lick their wounds. He disappeared with a soft whisper of ghostly wind, and returned to the island.

Astrid was the first to notice his return and took her place by his side immediately. "Father will be fine," Hiccup told Fenrir, his voice hoarse and tired.

Astrid gently squeezed Hiccup's hand in support. Loki's words fresh in his mind, Hiccup pulled Astrid close and their lips met in a searing, passionate kiss. Astrid returned his affections gladly, not caring for those that saw them. Neither of them had held the other in their arms for many months, in equal parts willful abstinence and grim circumstance.

The two of them separated after a long minute, before the trials of Hiccup's imprisonment and loss caught up with him. He fainted, falling into Astrid's open arms.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup dreamed.<p>

He couldn't tell how long he had been dreaming, only that he had. His body and spirit were recovering, and he couldn't find it within himself to wake fully. It was not unlike his wandering visions during his tortures. He drifted from dreamscape to dreamscape, simply taking shelter against the storm of his emotions wherever he could. He smiled as he felt himself be pulled into a half dream, half memory. The first time he had ever met Narfi.

Hiccup wandered along a rocky path. It was treacherous terrain, far from any of the great dwarven cities. There was not a soul for thousands of leagues in any direction. He didn't even have Toothless with him, having instructed his dragon to stay with the dwarves in case he did not return.

It was just after he had joined Loki. He was to meet with a spy in a storehouse in the barren wastes of stone where no dwarf or beast tread. It was a memorable journey, because it was the first time he felt genuine respect for anyone in the Nine Realms. Loki had given him vague, pointless instructions. _"Wander into the wastes. When you are lost, look for shelter,"_ his note had said. Hiccup thought his life was at an end, that he would walk into a trap and that would be the end of his short, miserable existence.

In truth, it was quite the opposite. It was just the beginning. Loki had worked a truly genius piece of magic: a ward that could only be bypassed by one who was lost. Any who would actively search for his storehouse would find naught but stone. It was the first time he had seen magic that matched his own ingenuity. And for that, Loki had his respect. But for Hiccup, who wandered aimlessly, admiring the masonry of nature, he was guided safely to his destination.

Let it be known that Loki did nothing in half measures. Hiccup nearly missed the entrance to the storehouse, a crack in the stone wall of a nearby cliff that was barely large enough for a dwarf to squeeze through, let alone a man grown. He contorted his body and just barely managed to worm his way through razor sharp rocks and into a small, hollowed out cavern. Inside, hewn out of stone, was a small house, barely large enough for a single person to live within.

Hiccup cautiously crept forward, knocking on the heavy stone door to announce his presence before letting himself in. The storehouse was dark and cramped. Row upon row of weapon racks sat in the hallway and hung on the walls, filled with swords, axes, maces, and shields. Several large barrels of arrows sat in the corner, their fletchings protruding from the barrels. It was a cache of weapons that any of Loki's agents on the realm could use for their missions.

"You must be Vrangr!" a voice declared loudly in great cheer. Hiccup jumped, his feet visibly leaving the floor as a figure emerged from a shadowed doorway.

It was Narfi. The first time Hiccup had ever seen him, his impression of the man seemed bleak. He was pale, with bright green eyes, unlike Loki's own dark ones. He had the same inky black hair, but dark bags hung under his eyes and though he smiled, it did not reach his eyes. Narfi's expression seemed permanently empathetic and uncaring. He seemed bored of life, but yet couldn't bring himself to give up on it entirely. It was a feeling he knew well, though at the time, he wasn't sure if Narfi was being genuine or not. It was not until many years later when he realized that though Narfi may be Loki's greatest spy, in private, he didn't have the will nor energy to keep up the facade.

"Y-Yeah, that's me," Hiccup said, mentally berating himself for stuttering.

Narfi smiled brightly. "Come, come. You must be thirsty. It's quite a walk from the nearest city," he said, guiding Hiccup deeper into the storehouse. They entered a small dining room with long oval table with a silver tray resting upon it with goblets of wine. Narfi handed Hiccup a goblet and took one for himself before moving to take his seat at the far end of the table.

Hiccup quickly muttered every spell for detecting poisons and toxins he knew, and even improvised and created some of his own. He sighed in relief as each touched the wine and didn't find anything amiss. He slumped into his seat and took a long drink. From the other end of the table, Narfi just smirked. "Check the goblet," he said, knowing Hiccup had checked the wine while his back was turned.

Hiccup did his best to remain calm after being caught. "No, really. Check the goblet," Narfi insisted.

With great reluctance, Hiccup quickly began to cast spells on the goblet to determine if it posed any threat to him. He paled as every spell returned more and more ways he could have died from drinking from the goblet. He quickly set the cup down.

Narfi chuckled. "They always check the drink, and not the cup," he said with a laugh.

Hiccup laughed nervously, fully expecting to drop dead from poison any minute. Narfi rose to his feet, taking a long drink from his own goblet and emptying it of its contents. He moved around the table and slapped Hiccup on the back, who started in fright. "Relax, if we were going to kill you, you'd already be dead. The family sticks together, and you're the newest addition," Narfi said with cheer.

Hiccup laughed nervously, resisting the urge to flee. He felt like a sheep in the dragon's nest. "Did father tell you why you were here?" Narfi asked, emptying another goblet of wine.

Hiccup shook his head. Narfi shrugged and gestured for him to follow. He led Hiccup through a winding tunnel that eventually led into a small cavern illuminated by a small crystal set in the ceiling. The floor was well worn, showing decades of wear from countless men and women treading upon it.

"You're a son of Loki now," Narfi explained. "We aren't allowed to lose. Defeat is not a word we are familiar with. Father said you were good, talented with a blade and with magic. Let's find out how good." Narfi drew a short sword from a nearby weapon rack and brandished it, slowly circling Hiccup.

Hiccup sighed and drew Inferno, released the blade and igniting the gas that set it ablaze. "Do we really have to?" Hiccup asked.

Narfi smirked. "The Order might have trained you to fight in open battle, but we're going to teach you how to sink a blade between your enemy's ribs as you dine with him and make polite conversation," he replied, before jumping forward with a quick thrust aimed at Hiccup's knee.

The spar was over exceedingly quick. Narfi had managed to best Hiccup in under a minute, leaving him sprawled on the floor with a nasty bruise on his cheek from the flat of his blade. "Again?" Narfi asked with a knowing smirk.

Hiccup growled and jumped to his feet, retrieving Inferno and taking his stance once more. The result was the same, though he did manage to last a little longer against the very clearly more experienced Narfi.

After nearly two hours of rough sparring, Narfi called an end to their practice. Hiccup was sitting on the ground, breathless, and covered in bruises and welts. Agvior had been a strict master, but Narfi was merciless. Hiccup scowled at his own ineptitude. He was one of the best young riders in the Order, and he could barely last more than two whole minutes against Narfi, try as he might.

Narfi chuckled as he walked up to the prone Hiccup. He extended a hand, and held it out to help him to his feet. Hiccup glanced from the proffered hand to Narfi's sincere expression and reluctantly grasped it. Narfi pulled him to his feet and embraced him a one armed hug, giving him a few encouraging pats on the back. Hiccup stiffened, expecting the earlier mentioned dagger to be slid between his ribs. "Don't worry, brother. We'll have you properly trained in no time," Narfi said, before releasing him.

Narfi headed back to the storehouse, talking as he went. "Be here every day, no later than noon. We'll continue your instruction so long as you're assigned to this realm by the Order…"

Truthfully, Hiccup couldn't remember what he had said after that. It was at that sad moment when Hiccup realized that had been the first time in his life anyone had ever hugged him. His mother had died when he was young, or so he thought. His father hated him, never sparing him a kind word let alone a fatherly gesture. While he and Gobber were close, the old smith never crossed the line between master blacksmith and father figure. Sure, there were drunken nights of sex and debauchery with a tavern maid or two on Midgard, but that hadn't meant anything. The Order was nothing but formal bows and stiff salutations.

It was at that moment he realized that the life Loki had offered him was real. He would be betraying the Order, whom he had sworn allegiance to, but in return, he would be gaining so much more. A home. A family. A chance at real happiness.

Narfi didn't even know the ramifications of his actions at the time. That the smallest of gestures would lead the rise of one of the greatest enemies the Nine Realms had ever seen.

Hiccup bolted upright. It was a disconcerting feeling, considering he was still asleep. He was laying down across one of the pews in the cathedral of his mindscape.

Wondering what woke him from reliving his past, Hiccup stretched and stood up. He didn't have to wait long. A soft, muffled crying echoed through the halls of the cathedral. Hiccup frowned. He wasn't crying. The only other person who would be in his mind would be…

"Astrid," Hiccup whispered, setting forth confidently towards the source of the crying. He hated when she cried, though it wasn't often. It always evoked the most helpless feeling of powerlessness he had ever felt. He hoped she wasn't crying over him. He was fine, just tired. Once he had time to rest and regain his strength, he'd suffer no lasting effects from his imprisonment.

Hiccup took each turn with the greatest of confidence as he navigated his way through his mind. One less skilled in the mind arts than he would have been hopelessly lost, even if they were in their own mindscape, yet he never doubted himself. Perhaps Astrid had tried to enter his mind and gotten lost? He had greatly fortified his defenses after the Shades poisoned his mind. It wouldn't be terribly odd for her to lose her way, despite their soul bond.

The crying grew louder and louder, until Hiccup took one final turn and found himself in a hallway he had no memory of. He stood in front of a short hallway, no more than twenty paces in length. Along the walls were paintings of a young girl with midnight colored skin and silvery hair. "Allr'bani!" Hiccup realized, in both panic and relief. He dashed down the hallway, opening the doors at the end.

Allr'bani sniffed, suppressing a sob as she turned to face whoever had disturbed her in her time of grief.

Hiccup stared down at a very different Allr'bani. She was small, no more than a child. The feminine curves and impressive physique gone, in their place, a girl holding a sword who was taller than she was. "Father!" Allr'bani squealed in delight, jumping up and rushing Hiccup, dragging her sword behind her. She wrapped her arms around his leg, squeezing him in a tight hug.

"Allr'bani," Hiccup said, kneeling and comforting the girl as best he could. "What happened? Why are you… small?"

Allr'bani blinked owlishly at Hiccup before looking down at herself, seemingly taking in her new appearance for the first time. "I don't know," she answered, a small pout on her lips. "We were finally reunited and then you had to make the evil men pay. After that, you couldn't hear my voice anymore. It was like when we first met," she explained, her voice sad.

"But that doesn't matter anymore!" Allr'bani exclaimed. "You can hear me again, just like before! I knew you'd come for me," she said, hugging him again. Hiccup stroked her hair comfortingly. Her diminished appearance worried him. Was she somehow fading? Dying? Was the enchantments that bound her to the sword coming undone? Was her power lessening? He had never heard of a soul weapon failing or being destroyed in any way.

Allr'bani stepped back and gave Hiccup a beaming smile with bright eyes. "Now that we're together again, we can finally fulfill your wish!" Allr'bani declared.

Hiccup blinked, fighting a violent sense of vertigo as his mindscape fell away and was replaced by the white void of the Realm Eternal.

Hiccup's eyes widened, and his heart raced. He looked down, and in his hand was Allr'bani. In front of him was a set of stairs, the very same he had been climbing for decades.

And now, there was only one obstacle left standing between him and godhood. His ascension was slow. Hiccup took his time, savoring the feeling of victory as he climbed each step. He had been fate's favorite toy for far, far too long. He reached the apex of the stairs and smirked as he cut down the last barrier with ease and the world stretched forward, granting him entrance to the Well of Fate.

It was not quite what he expected. It was little more than a pond. In the center, a great ash tree with white bark stood. Thick roots snaked away from the base of the tree and fell into the pond. Several statues were carved from a white stone that sparkled as if glowing in some unseen light. Each depicted a man or woman each stranger in appearance than the last. But it was the water of the pond itself that drew Hiccup's attention. It was as if he was gazing upon liquid light. The water gleamed and glistened, radiating holy power so great that it felt blasphemous to set eyes upon it for too long. Two swans swam in the water, eying him warily.

Hiccup stepped forward on unsteady feet as he made his way to the water's edge. This was it. To bathe in the waters of the Well of Fate broke the chains that bound mortals in their mortal coil. Those who emerged from the waters were immortal and eternal, a god in every definition of the word, wielding power unimaginable.

Hiccup took a knee, sheathing Allr'bani. He reached out with a cupped hand to take some of the water for himself. If bathing in it made one a god, what did drinking it do? He lowered his hand into the light briefly before withdrawing it.

There was no water. He did not even feel as if he actually touched it. Emboldened, he shoved his arm beneath the water and his fears were confirmed. He felt nothing. Hiccup felt his spirit tremble with rage. He did not come this far to be denied his just rewards.

—You didn't think it would be that easy, did you?— a lilting, musical voice sang out from behind him.

Hiccup whirled around, drawing Allr'bani in one quick, preternatural motion to face his opponent. There was only one other type of being who dwelled within the Well of Fate besides him. The Norns.

The Norn wore Astrid's face, but that didn't fool him. It was a face and nothing more. Their souls were bound, and Hiccup knew the woman he faced was not the one he loved. "Do not test me, Norn," he growled in warning, brandishing his sword.

The Norn, with Astrid's face, looked at him questioningly. —This mortal form is the one you find most comfortable to converse with, no? Perhaps another?— the Norn said. Now, instead of Astrid, he faced his dead mother. Valka looked at him with soft, loving eyes.

Hiccup lashed out violently. How dare they. He cut the Norn down, who vanished in a flash of pure light, only to reappear once more. Hiccup faltered in the face of the Norn's guise. She… no, it, was a creature unlike any Hiccup had ever imagined. The Norn was vaguely humanoid, with feminine curves. That was where all similarities ended. Its skin was pure white, as white as the void of the Realm Eternal was. It had no hair, instead wearing a lacy veil that did little to hide its face. Eyes that seemed to be too large for its head stared back at Hiccup, where the whites of its eyes should have been, there was only black, and its irises were a pale gray. Two large, feathered wings were folded upon its back, whiter and softer looking than any birds. Its clothing was strange, a style of which Hiccup had never seen. They seemed to be a set of formal, white robes of such quality that they seemed to have been woven by hands that were not mortal.

—We usually converse with your kind in the guise of mortals for your sake, but if you did not wish us to do so, we do not mind,— the Norn said.

Hiccup took a defensive step backwards in the face of the alien creature. "What are you?" he demanded, tightening his grip on Allr'bani.

The Norn looked at Hiccup strangely. —Surely you know. We have watched you for some time as you labored to become one of us,— the Norn answered.

—You are quite strange, for a völva,— the Norn added.

Hiccup's mind raced. Völva was what the Seers were called in the old tongue. "Who are you?" Hiccup asked, taking another step backwards. He hadn't anticipated to have to face a Norn in battle before becoming one himself. Though they had showed no interest in the mundane suffering of the worlds, he was not going to risk being smote down here by this creature.

—I have many names,— the Norn said, pausing and thinking for a moment. —Though I believe your people would call me Urdr,— the Norn, Urdr, added.

Hiccup gave her a stare so full of hate and loathing that even Urdr balked from it. Urdr— Fate, in the old tongue. She was the one responsible for his suffering. The world treated him like a plague because of her. Hiccup felt righteous fury burn through his veins. His vengeance was at hand. For her part in his suffering, she would be the first god who fell upon Allr'bani's blade.

—I am not the most adept at understanding mortal emotion,— Urdr said, peering into his thoughts. —Though if you were to think about the circumstances of your birth, you would not feel as you do,— she said.

Hiccup knew it was pointless to defend his mind against a being such as a Norn. They governed over the destiny of all men. She could probably imitate his every thought. —Had I been able to write your fate, you surely never would have made it here,— Urdr said as she unfurled her wings and glided silently over the waters of the Well of Fate.

Somewhere in the back of Hiccup's mind, his logical side was screaming out for him to take notice of the new information he had been given. Had Urdr been able to write his fate. Had. Implying she was unable to. Never would have made it here, implying that only he could have made the journey. Why? Because he was a völva, a Seer? Implying that all Seers were able to make the journey. Implying that the Norns could not write the fate of Seers. Thereby proving his theory: Seers could, and do, change the future through their own will.

Why?

Hiccup had not meant to vocalize that thought. Urdr looked at him strangely. —Mortals are a strange race. You crave freedom, yet demand chains. You desire peace, yet you are so quick to go to war. We found that if we wrote the fate of every mortal, creation failed. There needed to be choice, an opportunity for mortals to shape themselves. That is you, the völva,— Urdr said.

—**And yet, even after so long, they don't realize the extent of their power, do they, sister?—** a voice said from behind Hiccup.

Hiccup, facing the newest threat, ignored Urdr for the time being. For some reason, she seemed content to speak with him. For now, that was. Another Norn had appeared. Another woman, though Hiccup was sure her's was a guise as flawless as the other's. She was a human woman, with skin as pale as milk that allowed her blue veins to be clearly visible. She had long, flowing black hair that fell to her hips, with piercing, unnatural black eyes.

Urdr frowned. —Skuld,— she greeted.

Skuld — Future. Hiccup was quickly facing beings who ruled over aspects he did not yet wish to engage in open hostilities with.

—**You völva have the power to change what we have written. A true völva would never need fear defeat, for none but another völva could ever hope to challenge him,—** Skuld explained.

—**But then, there are other powers that tempt the mortals. Aren't there, sister?—** Skuld asked. **—Tell me, Vrangr, how do you find **_**my**_** power?—** she asked. The icy tendrils of dread clawed at his heart as he noticed that Skuld cast a shadow. In that shadow, he could feel the malice of the Shades. Skuld was the creator of the Veil. She was the source of the corruption that now ate at him, slowly turning him into one of her creatures.

Skuld smiled. **—He's perfect, isn't he, sister?—** she asked with a wide, toothy smile.

Urdr frowned at her sister's schemes. Hiccup's eyes darted back and forth between the two. Were they not allies? Surely they would work together to prevent him from ascending to godhood. They knew what awaited them should he succeed.

Skuld laughed. **—On the contrary, my dear,—** she said. **—I want you to succeed. I've been trying to kill her for an eternity to no avail. First, with the Nidhogg, threatening to undo Yggdrasil, and now, you.—**

Hiccup didn't even care why the two Norns were squabbling amongst themselves. They, despite their own inability to write his fate, had still thought themselves capable of controlling him. Suddenly, the Shade's interest in him made sense. They had said it wasn't what they wanted, it was what their mother wanted. Their mother. Skuld. And what she wanted was to corrupt him, to use her influence over him to get him to slay Urdr. To dance to the tune of fate.

Hiccup held the point of Allr'bani at Skuld threateningly, resting it just under her chin. The Norn's eyes narrowed as she stared at him with thinly veiled mirth and contempt. "You will be the first of the gods I slay, creature," he decreed, emerald flames licking along the blade.

Skuld smirked.** —I doubt that very much,—** she said, eying his sword with distaste.

Hiccup's serious facade slowly devolved into a feral, predatory grin. He raised his head and cast his eyes skyward. There, high, high above the Well of Fate, was a World Gate.

The first World Gate.

Hiccup returned his gaze to Skuld, who had suddenly developed a keen understanding of the danger the völva posed to them.

"I'm certain of it," Hiccup hissed.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Hey guys, I'm back! Happy holidays and all that good stuff. Sorry for the long-ish break? Just shy of 3 weeks. Well, hopefully this chapter made it up to you all. This was the longest one in quite some time at just over 11k words, and boy, was there some stuff going on.

A few things of note!

**Fanart! —** Reader CassadraChan has made an amazing fanart of Vrangr Lokison on their Tumblr (same name) or you can find a link on my profile to my Tumblr, which I've reblogged. Go check it out! Seriously, it's amazing. Like, so good. Ugh. Really. Please. Go check it out.

**Reviews are broken!** — Oh no. I'll try to answer your questions if you post a review, as I still get the email notification for them. Seems like has a new problem every day. I'm not sure when it will be fixed, so if you want a more immediate, direct question answered, send me a message!

**New Codex chapter(s) —** I will be posting another chapter for the Codex of the Gods, my side story thing that kind of acts as a library for all the more technical details of Hail to the King. Chapter 1 is also in the act of being rewritten, to be more like chapter 2, which is told in more of a first personal journal written by Hiccup type of thing. So far, there are 5-ish chapters planned: the gods, magic, dragons, Seers, and the Veil. With more possibly later as I come up with them.

"Now I am become death, the destroyer of worlds," is a favorite quote of mine said by J. Robert Oppenheimer. There is a video of him reciting it, which is harrowing and haunting, that I would recommend anyone who hasn't seen to go watch. It feels like the epilogue of humanity.

A reader made a really good observation, one that I was surprised was figured out so soon. They compared magic and antimagic to matter and antimatter, and made the leap of faith, and compared Yggdrasil's energy to dark energy. They would be correct! I used dark energy as one of the basis for Yggdrasil's energy, in that it is everywhere, in everything, yet cannot be detected by normal people, even sorcerers. I'm a big fan of physics and space, so I enjoy reading about this stuff from time to time, and it makes for an excellent foundation for a power or magic.

I don't think (?) we've ever seen Váli directly, only ever mentioned in passing. Anyway, in mythos, he was the brother of Narfi. During the imprisonment of Loki, Vali was transformed into a wolf who killed Narfi, and the gods used Narfi's entrails to bind Loki. In some tellings, their roles are reversed. This is where the ideas for their powers came from: Váli can assume the form of any animal he has seen, and Narfi can manipulate his body to do different things. The other sons of Loki are based on similar themes: Hel can manipulate bodies using her threads, a faux necromancy, as she is the queen of Helheim, realm of the inglorious dead. Fenrir is a werewolf because, well, he's a giant wolf in mythos.

As always, thanks for reading. Please leave a review!

- Musica


	49. Reunited

**A/N:** Another chapter! This time more along my normal upload schedule. Sorry for the day delay! I had stuff and things to do that prevented me from polishing off the end. Read and review!

* * *

><p>Chapter 49: Reunited<p>

by Code Musica

* * *

><p>Astrid lounged in a nearby chair as she watched over Hiccup, who tossed and turned in his sleep; grimaces and smirks fleeting over his features every so often. No doubt his mind had already recuperated, leaving his body to catch up. He was likely wandering his mindscape, or in the Realm Eternal. It was one of his quirks that she found both adorable and infuriating at the same time. He was never able to rest for more than a moment before he was absorbed into his passions once more. Hiccup tended to view time sleeping as wasted time, and often simply remained conscious during his sleep to continue his studies.<p>

It had been only two days since, what was becoming known as, the Unmaking of Nágrind. Loki was still missing, and Hel had taken charge of leadership on the island in his absence. She, as well as Fenrir and Váli, assured everyone that their father was fine and that he would rejoin them in time. Astrid fully intended to question Hiccup at length about his whereabouts and how he was able to cast an illusion on Yggdrasil when he awoke.

The rest of her friends were in various states of healing or despair. Sigrid was moping over her and her father's rift. Father and daughter had fought on opposite sides of the battlefield for the first time in the war, and it was taking its toll. Sigrid herself sustained only minor injuries in the fighting, but it was the emotional scars that took the longest to heal.

Thor awoke the day prior, quickly devoured a small feast that could have fed ten men, and then returned to his unconscious state. Astrid was rather glad Loki had not been present to see his brother raid his larders and pantries. She doubted that situation would end in anything less than blows. She wasn't sure any of them could handle anymore cataclysmic battles.

Agvior had largely kept to himself, avoiding speaking with any of the dark elves, Jötnar, and Niflungar on the island. It seemed that he still considered them enemies in some form or another, and refused to trust them. Astrid thought it was a wise course of action, given their inclination for war and dark magic. Taf the troll seemed to follow the old elf, causing him no end of grief. It was rather hard to remain unnoticed with a near twenty foot troll shadowing you, after all. Astrid noted the dark glares the other Jötnar sent Taf when they thought neither Astrid nor her company were looking. It seemed as if the stigmatism of trolls still held strong.

Agni suffered the worst of their injuries as he dueled Freyr, an array of cuts and stabs that cauterized shut from the immense heat of the blade Freyr wielded. They seemed to resist any attempts to heal them, which caused Auriel to hover around him and make sure he didn't overexert himself, which he found insulting and suffocating. Astrid found the whole thing rather comical. Agni had been trying to capture the elven princess' attention for so long, and now he was the one at the receiving end of the attention. If they weren't together by the war's end, she'd eat her throwing axe. Provided the survived, of course.

Death was all too real of a possibility after the Unmaking of Nágrind. Word had quickly spread through the Nine Realms of the outcome of that battle. The murder of a world, and the slaughter of hundreds of thousands.

There was some good tidings, though. It seemed that, somehow, against all odds, Odin Allfather had managed to flee the realm by some unknown magical means that did not involve the World Gate, which had been damaged almost beyond use. It had taken a team of nearly one hundred of the most powerful and talented sorcerers to create a new spell to take them to Nágrind, and nearly one thousand more to power it. Travel to Nágrind was, as of today, banned and considered highly dangerous.

The Allfather was not the only one to survive. He had managed to bring a handful of his most powerful lieutenants and political allies, as well as several hundred common warriors. Sigrid was overjoyed to learn that, despite their current conflict, her father had survived the battle.

In the wake of the battle, Odin and the other rulers declared Hiccup the most dangerous man alive, even surpassing the infamy of his father. They declared him a Nid; naming him as one of the greatest villains of recorded history. Such a title had only ever been granted thrice before: to the great dragon of the end, the Nidhogg; to Ymir, the father of all giants; and to Galmann the Mad, who nearly conquered the known world before vanishing. Loki himself was well on his way to joining their illustrious ranks, though in light of recent events, the focus on him may have been shifted.

Astrid smiled as Hiccup stilled in his sleep, a small, pleased smile settling on his lips. Hopefully that meant he would awaken soon. "Astrid?" a voice called out from behind.

Astrid turned around in her chair to face the voice. Sigrid reluctantly entered Hiccup's room, casting a few quick glances around to inspect her surroundings. The difference between how Hiccup lived with Loki and how he lived under his guise as a spy was very different, yet seemed to fit better. He had no need to deny the opulence available to him, and his research need not be hidden from those who would deem it dangerous or heretical. "Thor is awake again," Sigrid informed her. "He wants to talk."

Astrid nodded and reluctantly stood, giving Hiccup one last look before departing. They didn't have to walk far. Astrid has insisted their group stay in Hiccup's wing of the palace and venture out only when absolutely necessary. Too many potential enemies, too many dangerous magical artifacts left unguarded and without warning. Agvior had gone one step further and suggested they sleep in watches, always having at least one of them awake in case of trouble.

Astrid opened the door to a guest room several rooms down the hall, where Thor had been resting. It was a large room, yet tactfully decorated, highlighting the wealth and power that was prevalent in Loki's dwelling. Yet, it also had a touch of Hiccup as well. Every room had at least a single bookcase, some having even more. One of the guest rooms had been transformed into a makeshift workshop where he was experimenting on some sort of mechanical device that resembled a crossbow, though it was capable of shooting several bolts in quick succession before needing to be reloaded.

Thor was sitting up in one of the large beds in the room, idly playing with Mjölnir as if it wasn't a weapon capable of summoning lightning. His nonchalance with the power he wielded always baffled Astrid.

"Ah, good, you're here," Agvior said, obviously impatient as he paced back and forth. "Thor refused to speak of what he underwent during the battle until everyone was present."

That got Astrid's attention. One of their most powerful allies was incapacitated by his weapon, one that was sentient and capable of destruction matched by few things in existence. "Yes, but it is quite the tale. One I would not like to repeat, lest we risk prying ears more than we have to," Thor said.

Astrid and Sigrid took a seat at a large oval table they had set up to browse maps and reports flowing in. Loki's servants had come to accept Astrid as one of their masters after her relationship with Hiccup had become public knowledge among their ranks. Good thing, too, for they refused to provide more than the most basic of assistance to the others. "Well?" Astrid asked.

Thor nodded. "I apologize for not being able to help during the end of the battle. When I saw the executioner's axe fall, I knew I had to act. If I did not, Hiccup would have surely died," Thor said. Astrid wanted to object, that she would have been able to save him in time, but remained silent. "I do not know why I called upon Mjölnir, for I knew that he was beyond reach, but call for him I did," he said.

"He? Your warhammer is a man?" Sigrid asked with a snort, barely containing her laughter. Thor shot the dwarf a cross look and was about to reprimand her when an arc of electricity surged across the room from Mjölnir, shocking her. Sigrid squeaked in a rather undignified way and fell silent, turning beat red, muttering about tall folk and their strangeness. Dwarven warhammers were much more agreeable.

"I will explain that in a moment," Thor continued on. "When I held Mjölnir once more, I felt a great consciousness collide with my own, who spoke in a booming, thunderous voice. At first, I thought myself under attack by one of my father's lieutenants, but that fear quickly passed. It was the spirit within Mjölnir that spoke to me."

Agvior looked contemplative as he stroked his beard and the others listened with rapt attention. "Like Allr'bani," Astrid murmured. She knew firsthand how lively the spirit in Hiccup's sword was.

Agvior's head snapped up as he caught her words. "Are you saying Hiccup's sword has a, a spirit? Like Mjölnir?" Agvior asked incredulously.

Astrid nodded. "I've only spoken with her a few times, and seen her once, but there is definitely an entity housed within the sword," she said.

Thor cleared his throat, preventing Agvior from asking whatever fancy had caught his attention. "I will not speak of what we conversed of, but know that what occurred on Nágrind shall not occur again. We have come to an agreement," Thor said.

"What do you mean 'agreement'?" Agvior asked, his worry plain on his face.

Thor looked contemplative for a moment as he attempted to word his thoughts correctly. "Each of these weapons has a spirit, and each spirit has a contract with its wielder. They are mutual promises that both swear. It grants us power. Mjölnir was not forged by my hand, nor by my father's. It was forged in an age long past, for an ancestor of our house. It was for him that the contract was sworn, not I. What happened on Nágrind rectified that. Now that our contract has been sworn anew, our power will be greater than ever," Thor explained.

Thor's explanation only served to confuse Astrid more. From the memories of Hiccup she had seen, Allr'bani mentioned reforging their contract only shortly after she was created. What could have gone wrong that could have prevented Hiccup from wielding her so much that he could no longer hear the sword's voice?

"Thor… are you certain of your spirit's trustworthiness? Among the Order, there are ancient texts of demonic weapons that lure men to their service, bind them, and steal their power for their own. Mjölnir, though ancient as it is, could be one such artifact," Agvior said, eying the warhammer with thinly veiled mistrust.

Thor nodded his head cheerfully. "Of that I am certain, you have no need to fear. Were I unable to hear his voice, then you would have reason to worry," he said.

Astrid whirled on Thor in a moment. "What does that mean?" Astrid asked in a hiss, her words spilling from her lips.

"What does what mean?" Thor asked.

"The reason why you couldn't hear Mjölnir's voice," she clarified, annoyed.

Thor looked conflicted as he struggled to provide her a suitable answer, almost as if he was trying to figure out a way to word himself to avoid some oath. "We only hear what we are ready to hear," Thor said simply. "I was not ready for my duties as future king before Nágrind, now I am. It is a… specific trait, that varies between spirits. Would I have heard Mjölnir before, I would not have heeded his advice." Thor frowned as he realized how vague his answer had been.

It was enough for Astrid. Maybe some of Hiccup's wit had worn off on her. The spirits could only speak to their masters if they fulfilled a certain criteria— if they were in a certain state of mind. As Thor had said, they would not have taken their spirit's words to heart were they not in such a state. Which was curious, as what would the conditions Allr'bani set for Hiccup be? He only ever spoke to her after the death of his mother, though the echos of Allr'bani remained in his memories. Perhaps he himself wasn't even aware of them?

"Which brings me to the reason I wanted to speak with you," Thor said. "I must travel to the dwarven forge where Mjölnir was made. Though we have entered a contract, the physical weapon must be reforged to accommodate my magic better. Until then, we will be unable to fight at our most powerful. I will go whether you all wish to accompany me or not, though I would prefer if you did. I have grown quite fond of your company."

"We can't just leave now," Sigrid said quickly. "We just rescued Hiccup, we can't risk leaving him alone here—"

"No," Astrid said. "Thor is right. We need to go to the Star Forge. When Hiccup wakes, I'll convince him to come with us. Or, barring that, I'll remain behind."

"Leaving you here doesn't exactly make me feel better about the situation," Auriel stated pointedly. Agni nodded sagely from his seat next to her.

"Why do you wish to journey to the Forge?" Thor asked, noticing Astrid's decisiveness on the subject.

Astrid sighed. "Ever since my axe was destroyed, I have been without a proper weapon. I cannot rely on using Allr'bani all the time, and I doubt the sword would let me even if I could. I need a new axe. One as powerful as Mjölnir or Allr'bani," she answered, feeling a headache coming on. She couldn't exactly rely on the energy of nature she had learned to manipulate from Yggdrasil. Its powerful was too great and destructive to wield skillfully without more training.

Agvior nodded, humming to himself. "That would be wise. There is, however, one problem with your plan. The dwarves would never allow us, any of us, to use the Forge. We are traitors now, if you have forgotten," the old elf chided pointedly. He had been most distraught that he had been declared a wanted man with a price on his head after so many centuries of loyal service to the Order. It was their fault they had decided to go back on their word and execute his favorite student.

Thor smiled broadly. "Not to worry, it will be just like when we borrowed Gleipnir from my father's vaults. I can lead us there, Mjölnir has shown me the way," he said.

"Oh, no," Agni said, an indignant puff of smoke escaping his nose. "I am not going on another theft with you. Last time, we crawled through a sewer for half the day and nearly got caught by the royal guards! I still can't forget the smell. Absolutely not."

"No sewers this time, I promise," Thor said.

Agni didn't look convinced. "An Æsir prince keeps his word," Agni pointed out.

Thor laughed. "No sewers," he confirmed. "Though it will be a bit hot," he added with a small smirk. Agni enjoyed the heat, and so long as he didn't have to endure the humiliation of swimming through a sewer again, he was fine.

Everyone sighed in relief, except Astrid, who had plenty of experience with Hiccup's sarcasm and wit to know that when Thor said it would be a "bit" hot, he meant it was going to be extremely hot.

"Though I am curious," Thor said, looking over Agni's wounds. "How did you escape Freyr? I do not doubt your strength, my friend, but Freyr is one of my father's most dependable warriors. I do not think you could have bested him."

Agni grumbled. "Some fire giant stepped in when the battle fared poorly. Said he wanted the man's sword, for some reason," he said with indignation. He could have beaten him. He could have.

Thor paled slightly. "Was this fire giant special in anyway? Did he perhaps…"

"Glow?" Agni offered. Thor nodded. "Yeah, his throat and chest were a rosy red color that glowed with an inner light, almost like he was a human forge."

"Surtr," Thor cursed. "King of Muspelheim. He has had his eyes on Freyr's sword for many centuries. Did he manage to claim the sword as his own?" Thor asked.

"... Yes," Agni said hesitantly.

Thor visibly saddened, a rarity considering his almost contagious cheerfulness.

"What's wrong?" Astrid asked, worried about the answer she would receive. Thor didn't answer her.

Agvior cleared his throat. "It is not common knowledge, only known to the rulers of the realms and the highest ranking knights of the Order," the old elf said. "The prophecy of Ragnarök," he said gravely.

"_... And all of creation shall burn in the fires of Muspelheim,_

_set ablaze by the giant whose blood is as flame, wielding a sword forged of the sun's dying light, stolen from its rightful wielder."_

Astrid felt a chill crawl up her spine as Agvior recited the words of the prophecy. She could feel their power resonate within her, their truth could not be denied. Perhaps it was because she was a Seer, or perhaps because it was a prophecy. She had never heard one before, nor given one herself. Such things were lengthy and dangerous, and were rarely spoken in anything other than riddles.

After a few moments of tense silence, Agvior spoke. "It is commonly believed, now, that the giant referred to is Surtr, and after Freyr presented his sword which glows with the light of dusk, that he was the wielder whose blade was stolen."

Agvior sent a chastising glare at Thor. "Many have taken to counting the days to our doom by the number of verses within the prophecy that have come true," he added.

"Are there many?" Sigrid asked in barely a whisper.

"Many," Agvior confirmed, a frown marring his features. The group continued to talk well into the night, speaking of their personal battles on Nágrind, their plan for sneaking into the dwarven Star Forge, their thoughts on the war, and life in general.

All the while, Agvior remained silent. Thor's worries had made him remember something he wished not to. He did not believe in prophecy. Did not believe there was some higher power guiding their hands. Did not believe that all of creation would come to an end in the coming clash.

And yet, one verse of the prophecy haunted his waking thoughts more than any other. One that he thought referred to Loki himself. Now, he was not so sure.

"_... And He shall ride forth unto the battlefield as the sun blackens; as the very stars are extinguished. The sky shall be torn asunder, and a great darkness shall descend."_

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Astrid returned to her room — Hiccup's room — late that night. She stifled a yawn as she opened the door, and was surprised to see that Hel was in the room, looming over the bed where Hiccup slept. In her hand was a silver tray with an assortment of crystal flasks that contained a rainbow of liquids. Only Hiccup wasn't asleep. He was awake. Instantly, all fatigue fled from Astrid as she felt her spirits lift.<p>

Hel was lecturing him, a hand on her hip as she stared down at him over her nose. On his end table was several discarded, empty flasks which had formerly contained potions. Hel was aggressively pushing another flask towards Hiccup, who turned his head away and pouted in that way that made her heart flutter and insides dance. _"Drink,"_ Astrid heard Hel command with a hiss, her voice as cold as ice as her dark elven half spoke.

Astrid bit back a laugh as Hiccup buckled under his sister's righteous fury and reluctantly took the flask, uncapped it, and downed its contents in a single swig. He frowned violently, his eyes closing and his brows narrowing in disgust as he stuck his tongue out.

Hel held out another flask to him. This time, Astrid did laugh as he shot her a pouting, piteous look that just begged for her to save him. Hel turned to eye Astrid with a raised brow, her eyes flickering between her and the remaining potions. Astrid nodded imperceptibly to the silent communication. The two women had built a fragile camaraderie, not quite bordering on friendship, during the weeks leading up to the battle of Nágrind.

Hel set the tray on the end table, tousled Hiccup's hair, and departed the room with a spring in her step and a wry smirk on her lips at her vengeance to come. "Thank you," Hiccup said as soon as they were alone, his voice hoarse from disuse. "She has been drowning me in those horrid things for at least an hour now. Hel is many things, but a master of herbalism she is not."

Astrid smiled cruelly, picking up the tray with one hand and one of the crystal flasks with the other. Hiccup's expression of gratitude warped into one of horror as he realized the trap that he had sprung. "You might be able to resist your sister, but you will obey me. Now, drink," Astrid commanded, leaving no room for argument.

Hiccup sighed, his shoulders sagging in defeat. "Yes, my lady," he said, the barest hint of sarcasm coloring his voice. Seeing that he had lost the battle, Hiccup accepted his fate and drank the rest of his medicine without complaint, though his expressions of disgust became more and more comical with each flask emptied.

Astrid smiled as she took the last empty flask from him. He was already looking much better. His sunken cheeks and filled out, and his pallor was not nearly as sickly as it was the day of the battle. She had bathed him as best she could while he was unconscious, scrubbing out his dirty hair had done wonders for his complexion. Casting a quick glance over the various empty flasks, Astrid recognized only a few, one of them being a concoction that consolidated the nutrition of a feast for fifty men into the flask's worth of liquid. Good. He was still disturbingly thin, though he had always been that way, now it was one from malnutrition, not physique. With proper care, he would make a full recovery in a few short days.

Astrid sat down on the edge of the bed, the two of them content to simply bask in the other's presence. Their soul bond hummed happily, emotions surging between them freely, communicating in a way that none could ever, or would ever, understand. Words were not needed. Astrid sometimes wondered if, after so long of communicating with her beloved through their connection, her skills at making small, polite conversation with others had declined. Sometimes she found her oratory skills wanting in the face of speakers like Hiccup, Loki, and, begrudgingly, Odin.

Hiccup chuckled quietly underneath his breath, causing Astrid to shoot him a piercing glare. He looked away, trying his best to hide his mirth.

In one blindingly quick motion, Astrid kicked off her boots and pounced, pinning Hiccup to the bed as she sat on his stomach, using her knees to take most of her weight off him. Hiccup nestled further back into the bed with the victorious smirk he always wore when his plans came to fruition. Astrid couldn't even find it within her to be irritated that she had fallen into his traps. His plans were good, after all. Most of the time. Sometimes.

Astrid leaned down, her eyes half-lidded and her lips parted. Hiccup craned his neck up to meet hear, their lips meeting in a passionate kiss, as the two of them were reunited after many long, tiring months of separation.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Hiccup and Astrid slept in the next morning. He was, essentially, a prince, and none but the king could command the prince to rise. Given that the king was away at the moment, they had free reign. They spent the morning hours relaxing in bed, idly talking about small, inconsequential things.<p>

It was something Astrid enjoyed, though there was another reason. She was slowly building up her courage. Courage to ask about what had happened on Nágrind. They knew only bits and pieces, the smallest fragments of the truth. Astrid cast a quick glance to the dwarven timepiece on the end table, showing that there was only another three hours until noon. It was now or never.

"Hiccup," she said, praying her voice did not fail her. "What happened on Nágrind?"

Hiccup grew silent, his small, content smile fading into a frown. He contemplated how he should answer her. His gut instinct was to lie. To say everything was fine, that nothing was wrong. He had simply become aware of the full extent of the power he wielded.

But he knew that the lie wouldn't fool her, or protect her. It would only hurt her. So he told the truth. All of it. Most of it. She didn't need to know about his confrontation with the Norns just yet. He himself was still trying to decide upon a course of action in that regard.

Astrid laid almost painfully still during the entire explanation. With each word that spilled from her beloved's lips, their future seemed to grow more dark. Finally, Hiccup reached the end, and there was only one more thing to tell: the "corruption" as the shadows had put it.

Astrid could feel the blood slither from her face as she paled. "What does that mean?"

Hiccup sighed heavily as his mind turned inward. "I do not know. I can only assume that it means that I will, slowly, become a shadow of my former self, as they are," he said.

"Is there any way to stop it?" Astrid asked immediately, seriously.

Hiccup frowned. There was a way to stop it. The dangers of the Veil were not unknown to him and his father. Had he been in the right state of mind, he would have never fallen as far as he had. The problem was, the only thing capable of halting his slow transformation was currently in the hands of the one man in all the Nine Realms he could neither defeat nor outwit. The Allfather. It was unlikely he would be able to steal the key from him.

"Possibly. Once father returns, we can begin researching ways to slow or stop the progress. Until then, I'm going to refrain from using the Veil unless absolutely necessary. I'll need your help, Astrid. The Shades… they have a way of haunting my mind, whispering things to me. I might not be able to differentiate between what they think, and what I think. But you can," Hiccup said.

Astrid nodded. "Of course," she said simply. She would always defend him, from without, and within. "Is there anything we can do in the meantime? Anything I can do? You said Loki wouldn't return for a month, so…" Astrid added.

Hiccup sighed heavily, again, his eyes flicking between Allr'bani and Astrid. "I need to return to the Star Forge on Nidavellir," he said with finality.

Astrid brightened. "Really? Thor woke up a few hours before you last night, and said he needed to go there as well. The rest of us decided it was a wise choice. We were waiting for you to wake up, to see if you were going to come with us, or if I was going to stay behind," Astrid rambled, clearly pleased that fate had finally seen fit to not have them at odds with each other for once. Hiccup just smirked, content to watch Astrid's awkward side emerge.

A knock at the door immediately silenced them. Astrid stood, picking up one of her enchanted throwing axes that rested near the foot of the bed. If they were being attacked, she would use it as a hatchet to bash in their attacker's skull. The two communicated silently, wordlessly, purely through their soul bond. Astrid moved to the shadowed side of the door and waited. "Come in," Hiccup called. He didn't think there was any danger at his home, but he knew Astrid was worried and indulged her.

Nevertheless, he had ten different spells on his lips that would kill even the most dangerous of foe. His father taught him to be prepared for anything, after all.

The door opened, and before Astrid could do anything, a streak of black and pale white shot through the door, barely standing above her knees. "Big brother Vrangr!" Váli cried, jumping onto Hiccup's bed without thought, dancing and bouncing around. Hel entered next, followed by Fenrir, though the latter had to bend at the knees to fit through the doorframe. Astrid sheepishly hid her throwing axe behind her back as she watched the scene unfold in front of her. Váli was a cute child, she thought. Though he was older than her in years, he seemed to be permanently stuck in his young teenage years in both mind and body.

"I see you're looking better," Hel said, noting the empty tray of potions, giving her brother a victorious smirk.

"Yes, you're so very clever, exploiting such an obvious weakness," Hiccup replied bitterly.

Fenrir barked in laughter as Hel and Astrid smirked. "I think you make them taste awful on purpose. You know there are additives to sweeten them and mask the bitterness?" Hiccup lectured. Astrid could tell he was just dying to instruct Hel on the proper recipe and technique for brewing drinkable potions. Deciding to spare Hel from that particular torture, she sent Hiccup a stern look that silenced him, just as he was starting to talk about herbs used in cooking that could be added to the potion without affecting its magical benefits.

"Did you need something?" Hiccup asked, clearing his throat as he accepted defeat.

The somewhat cheerful mood turned dark quickly. "Narfi's funeral," Hel said, simply. Normally it would be custom to bury the dead as soon as possible. Hel and Fenrir agreed they could not wait until Loki returned, but they could wait until Hiccup woke up.

The funeral was a short, private affair. Hiccup, Hel, and Fenrir had taken a large, elegant skyship that had clearly belonged to an officer or commander, as it was built more for ceremony than war. It was made of fine, dark red wood with golden rails and sails as white as clouds on a summer's day. From stern to bow it was nearly three hundred paces long. Narfi had been laid on deck, his arms resting on his chest ceremoniously. The ship was allowed to sail forward, away from the island, for a few minutes before the three of them raised their hands and released bolts of fire. Emerald, dark blue, and gold fire shot forth from their palms, and the ship was consumed in fire. Toothless shot a ball of fire at the ship, adding his own flames to the funeral pyre. Astrid, out of respect, withheld. It wasn't her place.

Váli had assumed the form of a small wolf pup the moment they had left Hiccup's room. Astrid could practically see the waves of sorrow and grief emanating from the youngest of Loki's sons. He had howled pitifully and been unable to add his own fire to the pyre. Astrid's heart clenched painfully at the thought of losing one of her own brothers, as Váli had. They had been at war, but it still didn't make the loss any easier.

Everyone went their separate ways shortly after the pyre was ignited. Astrid could tell that this was the first genuine loss for Hiccup and his family, and they all wanted to be alone to deal with their grief in their own way. She reluctantly parted from Hiccup, but sent him calming, reassuring emotions through their soul bond. If he wanted to talk, she was there for him.

Toothless licked the back of Hiccup's head, causing his hair to stand on end, slick with dragon saliva. Hiccup just smiled sadly and gave him a reassuring scratch under the chin. Rider and dragon wandered aimlessly through the gardens as the cold of Jötunheim slowly froze the flowers and shrubs. Eventually they came to the edge of the island, an isolated part of the gardens where few ever tread. Neither servants nor friends would disturb them.

Hiccup sat down with a heavy sigh, dangling his legs over the edge. He felt the chill claw at him, though since the awakening of his ice magic, the feeling was one of comfort, not pain. Toothless curled up around his rider, blocking the rest of the world from disturbing them.

"_What are we going to do, Toothless,"_ Hiccup asked with a sigh, not really expecting an answer.

Toothless huffed, his warm breath tussling his rider's hair. _"Before you rescued me from the twisted-she-dragon, this is what I told myself every night we were forced to hunt you two-legs. 'Sometimes life was like the night, dark and without hope. But even the darkest of nights must come to an end with the rise of the sun, and the sun shall always rise.' Just like the dark night, so too shall this pass,"_ Toothless said sagely.

Hiccup chuckled and cracked a small smile. _"Sometimes you don't sound like a dragon at all,"_ he said wistfully.

Toothless bristled. _"I blame my two-legs. He has corrupted me. My people would weep if they had seen how far I have fallen,"_ he crooned.

"_Then we can only continue on,"_ Hiccup mused. _"I've come too far to stop now. Sacrificed too much. What else is there to do but go forward?"_

Toothless grumbled. _"You could always go back home,"_ he offered.

Hiccup scoffed and silently brooded. _"I'm burning up, Toothless,"_ he said quietly. _"Forever plagued by this fire inside me."_

Toothless opened one large, draconic eye to peer at his rider. _"I know,"_ he said simply. Theirs was a union of minds. His rider's mind was like a storm, ever raging, ever thinking. Yet, it was tainted by a heat that could not be cooled, fueled by the fires of pain and hate. An innocent hatchling, born with a claw in his heart.

"_Why not go to the great-two-legs-water now?"_ Toothless suggested. They were free now. They could leave and be at Jötunheim's World Gate within minutes. No one could stop them.

Hiccup sighed heavily again. _"I had a theory, one that the Norns proved true,"_ he answered. _"It is the reason why I created Allr'bani as I did,"_ Hiccup said, idly stroking the jewel in the pommel of his sword where the greatest stores of power in all of creation resided.

Toothless remained silent, waiting for his rider to speak. _"It was the prophecy of Ragnarök. One of the verses was… odd. 'And the King of Asgard shall call forth the army of the dead to do battle against the tides of darkness, before being struck down by the great wolf,'"_ Hiccup recited perfectly. _"Obviously the army of the dead comes from the afterlife, and you can't just conjure spirits from the void. We tried, remember?"_

Toothless rumbled in agreement. That was an interesting three weeks of magical experimentation, fraught with failure as it was. _"It could only mean that there was some form of transportation between the world of the living and the world of the dead. Of course, that meant…"_ Hiccup trailed off.

"_A World Gate,"_ Toothless supplied. _"That was how you knew,"_ he said, referring to Hiccup's threat in the Well of Fate.

"_Exactly,"_ Hiccup exclaimed. _"And, given the strain of opening a World Gate between the realms here, opening one between the realm of the living and the realm of the dead would take a godly amount of arcane energy. Thus, when we were granted use of the Star Forge, I created Allr'bani."_

Toothless blinked in acknowledgement of his rider's foresight. He always was the most cunning of all the two-legs. _"But why not go now,"_ he emphasized.

Hiccup's brows narrowed in annoyance. _"Of course, it makes you wonder, the King of Asgard obviously refers to Odin. So why wouldn't he call the army of the dead to defeat us_ now_? You cannot kill that which is already dead. The only reason why he wouldn't, is because he _couldn't. _The prophecy refers to the 'middle world,' Midgard, obviously," _he drawled, standing and beginning to pace. _"Now, when we look at Odin's actions, sealing the World Gate, preventing all but humans from entering Midgard, it all makes sense."_

Hiccup smirked triumphantly. _"He doesn't summon the army of the dead because the World Gate in the Well of Fate can only be opened from Midgard. That is why Ragnarök must occur there. Of course, you and I could simply fly there, return to Midgard, and then go to the Well of Fate. It would be easy," _Hiccup said.

"_Too easy," _he elaborated. _"Odin is many things, but a fool he is not. He would have taken precautions against one of the humans tampering with the World Gate. Set traps. Placed guardians. In addition, the Norns are powerful and knowledgeable beyond our mere mortal comprehension. They would have placed their own safeguards. If ascending to godhood was easy, everyone would do it."_

"_In short… I'm not ready," _Hiccup said.

"_Not ready?"_ Toothless asked.

"_Not ready," _Hiccup confirmed. _"I need time to research and investigate what else the Allfather and the Norns have done to the World Gate of Midgard. But, most of all, I need to return to the Star Forge. Something ails Allr'bani; either her enchantments were weakened by the antimagic blast, or…" _

"_Or?" _Toothless prompted, when Hiccup went contemplatively silent.

"_Or my magic itself has weakened, straining our connection," _Hiccup said grimly. _"It could be that her change in appearance is due to the corruption that Skuld and her Shades have inflicted upon me. As I slowly become reliant on antimagic, I will be unable to wield her."_

Toothless crooned in distress. He could feel the shadow of some great evil in his rider's mind. Ever present, yet never acting. Hiccup walked over and gave his dragon a reassuring scratch. _"I cannot let this sickness linger in me," _he said. _"But to purge it, I need the key. The key which is in Odin's possession. And that means…"_

"Ragnarök has come," he said aloud.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p>Loki's palace was lethargic the next day. None rose before noon, and the servants grew restless as their masters turned away their assistance. The dark mood hung over the palace for nearly three days before slowly dissipating.<p>

The group had, during one of their brief, impromptu meetings, decided that they would leave on the fourth day. Hiccup had rapidly returned to his former strength with a combination of rest, potions, and food. It was the fastest Astrid had ever seen, or heard, of anyone recovering from malnutrition. Hiccup laughed off her concerns, stating that his regeneration was a byproduct of a ritual that changed the composition of his blood, encouraging it to heal more quickly. As a result, he could recover from things that normal men could not. Like weeks of severe starvation and dehydration. And torture, Astrid added silently.

On the morning of the fourth day, Hiccup and Astrid were rudely awakened by the sound of heavy pounding on their door. Hiccup bolted upright, his right hand reaching for Allr'bani and his left rising to point at the door. He felt silly a moment later when he realized he was safe, in his own bed, amongst friends. Astrid, on the other hand, looked sheepish as she knelt on the bed with a throwing axe cocked and ready to be thrown at whoever walked in on them.

The two of them scrambled out of bed, quickly dressed and slipped on their boots, before slipping on their sword belts. "Yes?" Astrid answered with a sigh, having reached the door before Hiccup. Her small throwing axes fit her comfortably and were easy to wear. Allr'bani's long blade was not.

"Ready to go?" Sigrid asked cheerfully. Astrid had to remember to look down to see the dwarf. She caught the flash of irritation in Sigrid's eyes as the dwarf realized what had happened. Astrid smiled wryly as Hiccup walked up behind her.

"Sure, just a—"

"Hiccup, my favorite nephew!" Thor bellowed, noting his arrival. Astrid felt Hiccup stiffen and violently flinch before his left eye twitched in thinly veiled annoyance.

"I am _not _your nephew," Hiccup warned, pointing a finger at Thor as he stepped forward with a wide smile.

Thor looked thoroughly confused. "But Loki is my brother, and you are his adopted son. That makes me your uncle, and you my nephew, does it not?"

Hiccup felt the twitch in his eye grow stronger. Thor was, sometimes, too dense for him to believe. It had to be a joke. One long, cunning joke. Thor was secretly Loki's equal in cunning and intelligence and he was just pretending to be a dullard. Yes, that was it.

Hiccup sighed heavily. He twitched his index and middle fingers, and two packs flew over to them, carried by an unseen wind. They had packed most of their worldly belongings and supplies the previous night. The two stepped into the hallway and Hiccup closed his door. Before leaving, however, he held up his palm to the door and quickly muttered a few words under his breath. A veritable library of runes flared to life over the door, emitting a brilliant green light before dying and fading into the stone, leaving no trace of their presence.

Astrid thought that was odd, but couldn't think of why. The only thing Hiccup kept of value in his room were his books. He had some rare, dark magic tomes, as well as a few of his own he was in the progress of writing, but Astrid also knew he had several on the more sensitive subjects: Seers, and the Norns. He must have not wanted anyone to find them. Little did he know, she already had.

Friends exchanged greetings as Hiccup and Astrid hefted their packs onto their back and prepared to descend into the bowels of the island where their dragons awaited them.

"What?" Hiccup snapped irritably, as he noticed Sigrid trying, and failing, to stand on her toes and peer up at him. The dwarf looked as if she had been caught red handed and then smirked victoriously, pointing at her neck and miming him to do the same.

Hiccup grumbled and turned to look at his reflexion in a golden, polished plate that depicted an ancient battle which hung on the wall. He could just barely see a few dark, purple bruises along his neck and collarbone. Love bites. He flushed as Sigrid began to snicker, the dwarf not bothering to hide her mirth. With a scowl, Hiccup casted a small illusion on himself that changed his loose fitting white tunic into something more regal; a high collared black and forest green tunic that nicely hid his neck.

Sigrid's snickering intensified. Hiccup kicked her and quickly made his way to the head of the group where he could lead them to the dragonhold. Sigrid continued to laugh under her breath whilst muttering something derogatory about tall folk. Astrid just pretended nothing had happened and focussed on trying to return her face to its normal pallor. Mercifully, no one said anything to her. She would have clubbed them with one of her throwing axes.

Hel and Fenrir were waiting for Hiccup in the dragonhold, where Agvior had already saddled their dragons and loaded supplies for their journey to Nidavellir. "Be safe," Hel said in parting, giving her brother a tight embrace. Fenrir patted him on the back.

"I will. I'll be back before father returns, one way or the other," he assured them.

It was odd, for the rest of the group, to travel in the broad daylight of Jötunheim. Frost giants gave them cold glances until they saw the unmistakable midnight black hide of a Night Fury, and its infamous rider atop the dragon. They straightened and saluted, some even bowed, murmurs of "my lord," or "my god" on their tongues. Loki and his family sat on no throne, yet they were treated as if they were. To Astrid's surprise, and ire, some even directed their respect to her. She was most definitely not a princess— and she didn't want to be treated like one, either. She was a warrior, not a damsel.

Astrid opened the World Gate for their group, holding it open long enough for all of them to pass. She refused to let Hiccup do it. He was still recovering from his injuries, even if he didn't look it. She had more than enough power to spare, anyway. Hiccup entered first, at his insistence. The others followed quickly after.

They entered into the same great sky that was encased by the dwarves' stony planet. Only one thing was different. There was an armada of skyships sailing all around them, large cannons and ballistae on the decks.

And they did nothing.

Hiccup just smirked as everyone turned to look at him. Astrid noted the crackle of magic in his eyes as he cast an illusion over them, the dwarves, and the World Gate, forming one seamless world where there was no war, and no disturbance in the gate. Everything was fine. Normal. Peaceful. Now she knew why he insisted on going in first.

Yet there was something haunting about his victorious smirk and cold, calculating eyes. Her mind shouted at her that something was blatantly and obviously wrong. Something important.

That's right.

Dwarves were resistant, if not immune, to illusions.

* * *

><p><strong>Hail to the King<strong>

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

And so the plot thickens as Hiccup and Astrid return to Nidavellir. Why is Allr'bani reverting in form? What is happening to Hiccup? This chapter was kind of filler, but not really, as we had some core things explained to us, and we got some nice fluff. Filler chapters are always hard to write for me, as I try to pace myself, including equal measure plot, world building, and character development. This was one of those chapters that was about all three.

I don't think there was any groundbreaking guest review questions I needed to answer, so this note is a bit short. Thanks to all the kind words from my new reviewers (there were quite a few). This story recently passed 600 followers! That's a lot, in my mind. Way more than I thought I'd get. It always feels like a long struggle to get to that next hundred, but then we shoot past it so quickly! Anyway, thank you to everyone who has read, reviewed, and followed Hail to the King so far. You guys are awesome.

Nid — was a social stigma that implied a loss of honor and that one was to be considered a villain, or evil. The "Nid" in "Nidhogg" denotes this in mythology.

"Corruption" — a lot of people are seem to equate being a Shade as evil. This is not _necessarily_ the case. Corruption is the process by which a magic based being, like those from the Nine Realms, becomes an antimagic based being, like those from the Veil. Imagine if you were slowly but surely being turned into a dog. Being a dog isn't _terrible_, but you'd be, well, a dog. Not the greatest of prospects for the future. Someone suggested that Nornhood might possibly "cure" Hiccup — it could, but this is simply correlation, not causation. A Norn is a higher form of being, and as such, would not have need of choosing between being based on magic or antimagic. They could simply exist as both. So, yes, becoming a Norn would fix Hiccup's problem, but that isn't the only reason he wants to be one (rewriting history is kind of a big deal to him).

Codex — I'm putting the finishing touches on the Codex chapter about magic, which I think is pretty well written. I normally strongly dislike first person chapters, but I think that is because so many people tend to do first person,_ present tense _stories, and oh my god, those are so awkward to read.

Future plans — So the results of the poll are in, and (as expected) it was overwhelmingly in favor of doing a sequel. So, here is the plan: after HTTK finishes (maybe in 2 month's time?), I'll be taking a short break where I plan out the sequel and dabble in a few other fandoms. Maybe some one-shots for HTTYD that I have brewing in my mind (there was a Draugr fic idea that I had, much darker and more violent and mature than anything I've written so far, among other things). I'll also be posting a few things on HTTK as a sort of series of epilogue chapters, with the final one culminating into the sequel. So yeah, there are my plans! I'll be going into uncharted territory, as the plot will be all my own. With this, I vaguely had Norse mythos to go off of. There isn't a lot written on what happens after Ragnarök, so we'll be on that ride together. I hope I don't dissapoint.

Thanks for reading, I hope you enjoyed. Please leave a review.

- Musica


	50. Sacrifice

Hiccup didn't know how he knew, but all the same, he knew. It was a sureness born of decades of magical training. Like standing on the edge of a cliff and knowing you can make the leap to the other side. He just _knew_.

It started out as an out of place nervousness as they approached the World Gate. He knew the dwarves would be less than receptive of them visiting their most holy of grounds, even considering the services rendered to them in years past. Thor had assured the rest of the group that he could lead them to the Star Forge—apparently the idea that the dwarves would deny him entrance never crossed his mind—but Hiccup was worried about how to get there unseen and unnoticed.

His nervousness twisted in the pit of his stomach until his fingers and toes became cold and numb. He felt the need to do something, anything. Get up and pace. Meditate. Practice magic.

When they came to the World Gate, his nervousness turned into confidence as he settled on a course of action. Astrid had, in no gentle terms, told him to sit in his saddle and do nothing or face the consequences. She would handle the opening of the World Gate. That was fine. He simply let her open the gate, then slipped in first. No dragon could match a Night Fury for speed or agility, after all.

He appeared in the great hollow sky above the stony floor of Nidavellir, the world's sun shining brightly upon his back. As he had suspected, a guard—more of an army unto itself—had been assigned to watch the World Gate. There were shouts of alarm and the sound of feet pounding on wood as dwarves ran to their battle stations. There was only one rider of the spawn of lightning and death itself: Vrangr Lokison. Their fear was understandable. Their hope they could stop him was not.

The closest of the ships—designed more to carry warriors than cannons—caught Hiccup's eye. All along the deck were a series of mechanical contraptions clearly of dwarven make; springs, cogs, intricate machinery. They resembled giant ballistae, only instead of launching projectiles, they launched great, winged contraptions that vaguely resembled a dragon. They had two wings that rotated and turned, and a tail with three small fins, two on the side, and one running vertical. Hanging underneath them were dwarves dressed in light leather armor and loose-hanging cloth vests that had a number of metal spheres dangling from chains.

The closest of the dwarves reached down and yanked one of the metal spheres, snapping the chain. Hiccup spotted the spark of fire as a long cloth was ignited that he had not noticed before. Hiccup smirked. He called forth his magic, the tides of energy rising to their master's call like the sea to the moon.

He barely had to think of what he wanted, almost as if his magic had a mind of its own. The illusion snapped into place with a thunderous, audible crack. Hiccup bit his tongue to stifle a snicker at the dwarves' alarmed cries at the sudden noise. The closest of the dwarves—the one that had the metal sphere grasped in his hand and ready to throw at him—roared in fury as he felt Hiccup's illusion wash over him in waves and begin to take hold. "How!" the dwarf bellowed, his hand losing its grip. The sphere—bomb, Hiccup noted—exploded a few moments after being dropped.

"Reality is just an opinion," Hiccup said with an exasperated sigh. "One I happen to disagree with." The dwarf's features tightened in anger and fear before going slack. The dwarf blinked twice, looked around as if truly realizing where he was for the first time, before turning his glider around and returning to the ship. The other gliders did the same. Hiccup could see the ships returning to their previous, undisturbed rotations in the sky, as if he wasn't even there.

Hiccup felt his magical core fluctuate wildly, like a wobbly top spinning too slowly. He held a clenched fist to his heart as the feeling of panic subsided. He was only vaguely aware of a series of flashing lights that signalled the arrival of the rest of his party. All of them looked around with looks of disbelief. All but one. Astrid's eyes flickered from ship to ship, before they snapped to him with a piercing focus.

"Fascinating," Hiccup murmured. "Very fascinating."

"Hiccup, what happened?" Astrid demanded, as she flew alongside him with Stormfly. Thor had assumed position as flight leader, leading their group towards the ground. It would take several hours.

Hiccup turned his mind inwards, examining himself. _"Toothless, Allr'bani,"_ he called, asking for the assistance of those who knew his magic best. Together, the three of them quickly searched and catalogued Hiccup's magical core, comparing it to how it normally appeared.

The world faded from Hiccup's eyes until he was standing on an ocean of emerald green water. Standing next to him was the spectral form of Allr'bani's spirit, and Toothless sailed in the skies above, circling protectively around his rider. A low whining sound made Hiccup's hair stand on end. Allr'bani drew closer to her father, ready to defend him. After a few moments, the sound ceased. "... What was that?" Hiccup asked.

"_This is your magic-great-water, you tell us," _Toothless said.

The ocean began to tremble. All three of them looked down. Swimming far beneath them was a great, sinuous shadow, gliding through the depths. "Father…" Allr'bani warned, shifting into her sword form and taking her rightful place in his hands.

Hiccup took a long, ragged breath, trying to calm his racing heart. After a few moments, the shadow disappeared, the whining stopped, and his magic calmed. "Must be some sort of side effect from the corruption. Possibly a source of malignant antimagic that I tapped into when I casted the illusion earlier," Hiccup explained, thinking aloud. That explained why the illusion worked on the dwarves. The dwarves had a natural resistance to _magic_, not antimagic.

"_What do we do?" _Toothless asked nervously, letting out a low croone.

Hiccup hummed in thought for a moment, before kneeling and sinking the blade of Allr'bani into the water up to the hilt. A deafening hissing roared through the mindscape and Hiccup was only barely aware of his eyes fluttering open before they rolled into the back of his head and he slouched in his saddle, unconscious.

"Hiccup!" Astrid exclaimed, drawing everyone's attention.

"_He will be fine, mate-of-my-rider,"_ Toothless assured her. _"He simply needs rest."_

Astrid wanted to leap onto Toothless and verify that he was okay, but as the dragons angled downwards for descent, she clenched her legs and held onto her saddle. If Toothless said he was okay, he was okay.

Thor and his dragon took point, leading their party down past the fleet of dwarven airships and towards the stony floor of the planet many miles below. Astrid could vaguely make out the shape of the giant stone guardians that stood watch over the dwarves' capital. A thick layer of frost coated the entrance of the cavern, no doubt a parting gift from the occupying frost giants before they were forced to retreat for the battle to reclaim Hiccup.

Ever so faintly, the winking lights of great torches in the dwarven battlements came into view, pacing back and forth, signifying the presence of the city guard. Astrid cast a wary glance at Thor. Was he planning to take them through the front gates?

Thankfully, Thor seemed to realize that they wouldn't exactly be welcome. He banked left, taking them far to the east of the city's entrance, into uncharted rocky wastes that stretched for as far as the eye could see. Even with Astrid's enhanced vision, there were only rocky outcrops, veins of ore, and small, beady eyes of small lizards.

Still, Thor never looked bothered. He had that arrogant, smug look on his face that always made Hiccup want to knock his teeth in. Astrid sometimes felt the same way. It was like a stronger, more oblivious, slightly more intelligent version of Snotlout.

The dragons banked hard right, angling down towards a shadowy canyon that Astrid had somehow missed on her first pass of the rocky wastes. Thor delved headfirst into the canyon with a cry of joy as his dragon did an aerial roll. They continued downwards in a controlled free fall, the ever fading light of the sun marking their descent. Eventually, there was only darkness. Astrid looked over to check on Hiccup, but could only make out the faintly glowing eyes of Toothless in the darkness next to her. Seeing him in the dark, Astrid remembered the fear that the Night Fury struck unto people in the night sky over Berk.

A hissing, crackling noise echoed through the cavern as an eerie green light flickered into existence. Hiccup had woken up, and he held an emerald flame in the palm of his hand. Astrid cast him a worrying look, to which he responded with the same lopsided, boyish grin that made her heart flutter.

Eventually the dragons began to beat their wings and slow their descent. A few seconds later, they landed softly on the floor of the canyon. Looking up, Astrid could barely see a sliver of light where the entrance was. Agni snapped his fingers, causing a dozen fireballs to combust and gravitate around them, illuminating the darkness.

Thor practically skipped into the darkness, no fear or hesitation in his gait. They walked for what seemed like miles through the shadows until Thor suddenly stopped and began to pound on the rock of the canyon walls. "Uh, Thor, what exactly are we looking for down here?" Sigrid asked, casting nervous glances into the darkness.

"I'm looking for—" Thor said, pounding his fists on the stone harder. "—a secret passage. One time my brother cut off Sif's hair. She was so angry that she demanded Loki replace the hair he cut with strands of gold," Thor laughed heartily at the memory. "At the time, Sif and I were quite close. She would have made his life more troublesome than it already was, and I'm sure she would have forced me to as well. So Loki set off to find her golden hair. He found his way into the deepest parts of the dwarven palace, and raided their coffers. He stole their finest gold, and would have escaped if two dwarven guards hadn't stumbled upon him. Father was furious when he found out."

"That's impossible. There is only one way into the palace: through the front gates," Sigrid stated.

"That's what I thought, too. Yet my brother assured me he would have never been caught if those two guards had stuck to their posts," Thor said, moving down the wall.

Astrid tried to hide a small smile at the tale. Loki didn't seem like the kind of man to bend so easily. Looking to her left to see Hiccup's reaction, she found only darkness. "Hiccup?" Astrid called.

There was no response. Everyone turned to look for Hiccup. He was not within the light of Agni's fires. In the distance, four orbs of green light moved towards them. Astrid watched with no small amount of amusement as Sigrid hefted her warhammer high, as if preparing to battle some denizen of the deep. The lights revealed themselves as two sets of eyes: one draconic, one human. "This way," Hiccup said, slinking back into the shadows with an ease that men ought not to have. Toothless followed his rider diligently, never leaving his side.

Hiccup led them into the darkness, and there, in the far wall of canyon where one wall met the other, was a small crack. "Good work, Hiccup!" Thor declared, patting him roughly on the back. Hiccup glared at Thor, but said nothing. "This should be the tunnels my brother used to sneak into the palace," he commented, eying the crevice.

Agvior cleared his throat. "I think it would be best if only those who have business in the Star Forge continue on. The smaller our party, the better odds you will have at remaining undetected. Besides, someone will need to remain here and watch over the dragons," he advised. Nods went around in agreement.

"_Be careful, Hiccup,"_ Toothless admonished his rider.

"_I will,"_ Hiccup promised.

Together, Thor, Hiccup, and Astrid ventured into the small crevice, walking sideways and slithering through the rock. Several times they were forced to crawl on their bellies, other times they had to weave between stalagmites and rock formations. Eventually they came upon a large cavern with tall, vaulted ceilings. Astrid conjured a light and allowed it to blossom. There, along the roof of the cavern, were ancient rock paintings and archaic runes from ages long past. Great battles and works of art were depicted, all telling the tale of the earliest of dwarves. One, in particular, drew Astrid's attention. On the far side of the cavern were a series of tunnels snaking off in each direction, and above them was a mural depicting twelve dwarves. They appeared to be from all walks of life. An elder, wearing a crown and wielding a mighty spear. A beautiful dwarf maiden dressed in silvery armor with wings of light. Two brothers—twins—who each held a hammer aloft, an anvil between them with molten metal held in tongs. An older woman with graying hair, hunched over and carrying a gnarled staff. A small girl, barely older than perhaps five, with long, flowing silver hair that ran to the small of her back.

Astrid noticed Hiccup standing before one of the tunnels; the one that the little dwarven girl loomed over. He had a sad, wistful expression adorning his features. She could feel a deep melancholy radiating from their soul bond. "Hiccup?" Astrid questioned.

"Come on, this way," he instructed.

"Wait! How do you know the way?" Thor asked. Hiccup's eyes flicked between Thor's face and his belt, where Mjölnir hung.

He remained silent. "This way," he repeated. He disappeared down the tunnel guarded by the little girl, not bothering to light his path with magic or flame. Astrid scurried after him, sending her sapphire flame ahead. Thor bumbled after the pair of them, his heavy footsteps echoing down the tunnel.

After ten minutes of walking through the dank tunnels, Astrid had grown tired of Hiccup's silence. "Hiccup, what is—" Astrid yelped as a large rat, nearly as massive as her forearm, scampered across her path. She flailed backwards in surprise, her arm finding purchase in a small hollow in the tunnel wall. Astrid's sapphire light returned to her. She hissed and recoiled, righting herself immediately.

There, in a small cranny hewn into the wall, was a small skeleton of a dwarf. The bones turned to dust at her touch, and what tatters of clothes the corpse wore had long since been eaten away by vermin or time. Thor appeared behind her, two fists raised. Astrid uttered a quick prayer under her breath to the spirit whose rest she had just disturbed. Hiccup stood further up the tunnel, his face barely visible in the twilight. An eerie emerald glow swam beneath his eyes. "Do _not _disturb the dead," he warned sternly. Astrid nodded a few times quickly in eager agreement. Even Thor seemed to be more cautious.

Hiccup turned and continued to walk down the dark tunnel. Astrid kept her light close to her and followed him. Thor kept close to Astrid, constantly on the watch for any more graves they might disturb. Eventually, the tunnel began to slope downwards. The air grew stagnant and reeked with the scent of age and death. After nearly an hour of walking, the faint outline of Hiccup's back disappeared into the shadow. Astrid jogged forward, and emerged from the maw of the tunnel into a massive cavern that loomed over them for thousands of feet.

Astrid's eyes lit up in awe, and fear. All around them was a city—a city that had been hewn from the very stone heart of the dwarven world—illuminated by great pyres that burned with a ghastly, pale green flame. Astrid noted that the flames emitted no smoke, nor did they crackle and pop as normal fire did. They were silent. And cold. There was no warmth in those flames.

"Necropolis—the Kingdom of the Damned," Hiccup declared in a whisper so quiet that Astrid would have missed it had she not been standing next to him. Astrid suppressed the instinct to jump as she felt Thor loom behind her, awkwardly close. It seemed he was as disturbed by the city as she was.

Hiccup led them through the winding streets of Necropolis. All around them were the preserved remains of what was once a great city, now warped and macabre, for there were bodies entombed and displayed upon the walls of every building. Some were mere skeletons, others were preserved, with gray, dead flesh clinging to bone far after life had left it.

Astrid literally swallowed a scream, her throat clenching down on the air she had been about to expel. Hiccup's hand rested on her shoulder, his grip firm as he held her back. He inclined his head, every so slightly. Astrid followed his gaze. Her eyes widened so much she thought her eyes would fall from their sockets. The skeletal remains of a dwarf lumbered past her, shuffling and unseeing in its undeath. Thick cobwebs clung to its frame like a cloak. Astrid caught sight of a large spider—nearly the size of her fist—peek out from its nest in the dwarf's ribcage. Thor had Mjölnir out, his grip so tight that his knuckles were white.

Hiccup made prolonged eye contact with both of them before bringing a single finger up to his lips. _Quiet, _he all but said. He waved his hand in front of Astrid's sapphire flame and extinguished it, relying on the pale green flames that offered no warmth that lit the city of the dead.

He led them onwards, cutting through old cairns and graveyards of towering tombstones and mass graves filled with the remains of dwarves' long dead. Hiccup took Astrid's hand in his, trying to assuage her fear. He understood. Though he had entered from the opposite side, he too had journeyed through the city of the damned once before.

At last they came before a great staircase that rose for one thousand steps, easily wide enough for a dragon. The three of them quickly ascended, moving with silence and haste. In moments, they cleared the apex, and emerged onto a plateau of white stone that was the color of bone. Trees grew from the stone itself, as if they were a part of it. In the trunks of the trees were faces; faces Astrid vaguely recognized. An old man with a crown. A dwarf shieldmaiden. A little girl. Looking around, she noted that there were twelve of the white trees. The same number as the mural above the tunnels in the cavern preceding the Necropolis.

Hiccup was standing by one of the trees, a hand raised to cup the chin of the face of the little dwarven girl. Astrid joined him, examining the girl's face. Her mouth was parted in a silent cry, her lips downturned and her chin quivering. Her eyes were shut tight, yet tears streamed down her face, almost as if she had been turned to stone. The hair of her brows and what little on her head that Astrid could see were a lighter shade of white, almost as if the stone was trying to depict the brilliant silver she had seen in the mural.

Hiccup swallowed and let his arm fall. "Come on," Hiccup said, turning and walking away. Astrid followed him, her mind consumed by what she had seen. "Thor," Hiccup called, stopping suddenly.

Astrid turned. Thor was standing in front of another tree, the face of one of the twin dwarven smiths emerging from the trunk. He had a look of deep confusion adorning his features. Thor looked up, startled by Hiccup's voice. "Let's go. It's only a little further now," Hiccup said quietly. Thor nodded and trotted along after his two friends.

Astrid turned her focus to the next part of their journey. She felt her mouth go dry as she stood before a great gate of black stone, no larger than a common door. The gate was etched in runes of such age that they were little more than scratches and pecks, the most rudimentary and primal in meaning. And yet, they held _power_. These runes were old. Very old. A language that existed before language. Before man had yet learned to speak. A language of beings not of the mortal coil. Astrid shivered.

The more Astrid stared at the gate, the more menacing it became. The black stone began to twist and writhe, as if it was alive. The pale green flames of the Necropolis were reflected by the matte of the stone.

And, most disturbing of all, between the pillars of the gate was an ever growing mass of shadowy darkness. Astrid felt as if the world was distorted, as she was forced to gaze upon the growing, inky blackness. It weaved itself together, with a life of its own. Shreds of fabric hung from the frame of the door down to the white stone floor. A wheezing, irregular wind blew the fabric, almost like a great beast was _breathing _behind it.

"Don't be afraid," Hiccup assured them. "It's safe."

He reached out with his right arm, parting the fabric and stepping through the gate. He did not appear on the other side. Astrid swallowed her fear and followed after her beloved, trusting him to not lead her astray. The dark fabric clung to her skin, pulling her ever deeper into its layers. It felt as if she was wedged between two great layers of ice, slowly sliding forward towards a faint light in the distance.

After what felt like an eternity, she emerged into a great spherical room. Astrid was assaulted by a violent vertigo as the room spun before her, revealing her to be standing adjacent to what she assumed was the floor. Half crawling, she managed to work her way down and right herself. Recovering, she took in the room. It was breathtaking. It was as if the entire room was made of a soft, warm light that was given physical form. Gone was the cold, lifeless fires of the Necropolis. Where once she had travelled through the land of death, now she had returned to the realm of the living. Everything simply felt vibrant and alive.

A soft, matronly cough echoed through the room. Astrid found that she was not alone as she once thought she was. An old dwarven woman, dressed in fine, colorful silks with white hair that fell to her hips, stood opposite of her. In her right hand, she held a small staff of gnarled wood. Astrid recognized her as one of the dwarves from the mural she had seen. The old woman smiled at her demurely, her eyes piercing and knowing. With one glance, it seemed as if the dwarf knew everything there was to know about Astrid: her hopes, her dreams, her fears, her pains, her desires. "W—Who, are you?" Astrid asked, swallowing to wet her tongue. Hiccup had said it was safe, yet she felt as if she was in the presence of a being far greater than her.

The old dwarf chuckled to herself, hobbling forward, using her staff as a third leg. Astrid held her breath as she saw that the woman wasn't entirely _physical_. She seemed to glide forward, the edges of her silhouette flickering incorporeally. "I, child, am Annarr," the dwarf introduced herself.

Astrid's brows narrowed. What kind of name was that? Annarr? _Second? Two? _

"No doubt you have questions," Annarr said knowingly. "What do you think this place is? Where do you think you are?"

Astrid thought back to the journey that had taken the three of them here. "The Star Forge, I hope," she answered.

Annarr nodded. "That is a name as good as any for this place," she uttered. "A misnomer, but a good one."

"A misnomer?" Astrid asked.

"Yes," the dwarf rasped, gesturing all around her with her staff. "As beautiful as our home here is, we are not, in fact, in the heart of the dwarven star."

"Where are we, then?" Astrid questioned. The old woman was starting to frighten her.

"That is a good question," Annarr commented. "The answer changes depending on who you ask. Where do you believe the souls of the dead go to rest?"

Astrid's heart skipped a beat. "We are… I'm dead?" she asked incredulously.

"In a manner," Annarr answered her, pacing leisurely. "The story of this place is long and filled with solace and pain. I—_we_—are the first. The first dwarves. We Twelve awakened atop the First Stone; our mother, the rock itself—our father, the Great Smith. Our first sight in this mortal coil was the great dwarven star that you believed we were housed in."

"In those days, the world was young, and the gods yet still walked the realms. Our father was benevolent and peaceful, protecting us and teaching us the ways of the world. He was peaceful, a god of creation and life and beauty. The other gods thought him weak, and desired to bring him low. Thus the great giant was born, Ymir. He was the first and greatest of their barbaric race, a beast of fire and ice that threatened to undo all of creation. From his breath came the frost giants, and from his blood, the fire giants," Annarr continued on. Astrid had sat, crossing her knees, listening with rapt attention.

"He destroyed us. Drove us to the brink of extinction. Other races joined us, fighting against the tides of destruction that would come for them next, if we fell. With our race dying, it fell to we Twelve to defend those that had come after us. Our father taught us the ways of the forge, how to fashion creation from the void. But the power we sought was too great. Too powerful. Too terrible. For giving we Twelve this gift, the gods departed from the realms, never to return. As Ymir stormed the gates of our city, we Twelve began to Smith," she whispered, her voice hoarse and her eyes distant and glazed. Astrid could tell she was thinking of an age long past.

"We smithed not the stone or metal, but ourselves. We joined with our mother, becoming one with the First Stone. And in doing so, we created this place, the Forge of Souls," Annarr declared. "And from our great Forge, the First of we Twelve became the king of all spears."

"Gungnir…" Astrid whispered under her breath. The realization hit Astrid hard. The twelve trees of stone atop the apex of the Necropolis—the first dwarven city destroyed by Ymir. The dwarves encased in the stone trees. The First dwarf becoming Gungnir. Hiccup and Thor's reaction to the trees. The arms they wielded were not weapons.

They were people.

Annarr nodded. "You have come here to Smith, that I have seen. But it is not without, but within, that you must strike with your hammer. You must _sacrifice, _as we Twelve have. _That _is the cost of power," the old dwarf declared. Annarr smiled, revealing gums without teeth. She inclined her head, off behind Astrid.

Astrid turned. The circular room of the Forge of Souls now had a door; an opening, one that she had not seen before. Through it, she could see the kneeling form of Hiccup, his hand grasping his hair tightly as if pained. As soon as it came, the room was gone.

"The greatest power," Annarr said. "Requires the greatest _sacrifice_."

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

**More fanart! —** CassadraChan has made another piece of fanart, this time depicting Hiccup, Allr'bani, and the Veil, as well as Astrid, her axe, and Yggdrasil's energy! She did a really good job with this one, too. You can check it out on her Tumblr, or find a link on my profile. A couple of things to note, that I thought were really good: the "bubbles" of the Veil was exactly how I imagined inert antimagic to coalesce within the Veil, and also represents that sort of primal, raw, unstable trait the Veil possesses. It could be shaped into anything, or reduced to nothing. Yggdrasil's energy was also spot on, clearly displaying the iridescence associated with the world tree which stems from the presence of every magic, which is denoted by a single color per character. Think of a way a soap bubble looks, except much more vibrant and brilliant. The Veil and Yggdrasil are also kind of cool in that black, the Veil's color, is the absence of all color (magic), and Yggdrasil's color, white, is the presence of all color (magic). As always, thank you for the fanart! If anyone else would like to draw something from my story, feel free to send me a message and I can provide descriptions of things upon request!

Sorry for the delay on this chapter. It was really a combination of several things. I've been experiencing some bad writer's block, especially on this chapter. I also had my wisdom teeth removed, contributed to me not doing anything for nearly a solid week.

Anon — I never abandon stories. My delay is explained above. I used my new story as a sort of refresher to get the creative juices flowing. As you'll note, it's two chapters, the combined length of which is only the approximate length of one HTTK chapter. Also, for future questions, please make an account. I can't respond to guest reviews.

**Update schedule — **You'll no doubt notice that his chapter is much shorter than normal. That is intentional. I'll be moving from 10k words to 5k, cutting the overall length by half. This will hopefully make it easier on me to write one chapter a week.

As always, thanks for reading, and I hope you guys enjoyed. The Star Forge has been something I've been planning since the very earliest of chapters, and I think you will like the concept. Please leave a review.

- Musica


	51. And the Heavens Shall Tremble

Hiccup collapsed to his knees, gripping his head as lances of pain pierced his mind. Memories came flashing back. The dwarven palace. Walking down the deepest tunnels, hewn from the rock. But not down. _Up_. Someone had tunneled to the surface, not into the depths. The soft glow of runes lightning his path. The gate. The Forge of Souls. The spirits of the Twelve. The little girl, so much like him. Twelve. Twelfth.

_Tólfti._

Hiccup's eyes snapped open, his memory whole once more. He was in a spherical room that glowed every hue of the sunset. Beautiful oranges and yellows, pinks and reds. It was the Forge of Souls, one of the twelve chambers.

But it was not _his _chamber. This chamber was like the dawn; the rising sun heralding the new day. His chamber was like the dusk; the fading light embracing the calmness of the night. This was… "Thridi," Hiccup called out.

The air wavered, and the spirit of the Third appeared to him. She favored him a small smile. She was the most beautiful of all the dwarven maidens. Eternally young, in the prime of her life. She wore her brown hair in a long, intricate braid that fell to the small of her back. Verdant green eyes, so full of life, held his own. She was garbed in a set of silvery mail, wielding a two-handed greataxe. On her back, an echo of feathery white wings fluttered in the wind, nearly invisible to the eye. "You have returned, I see," she said in greeting.

"Why am I here? Where is Tólfti?" Hiccup demanded.

Thridi chortled throatily. "Who cares about her? The important thing is, you're here now," she sing-songed.

"Where. Is. She?" Hiccup grit out. He was not in the mood to play games with this child in a woman's body.

Thridi giggled. "Why are you so devoted to her, anyway? You're the greatest warrior to ever walk these halls since their creation, and I'm the greatest warrior of the Twelve. You should have chosen me," she said.

Hiccup grinned, baring his teeth. "You would never have been able to fulfill my wish," he snapped at her. "Nor I, yours."

"A pity," Thridi confirmed with a nod.

"Then why am I here?" Hiccup asked, again.

Thridi sighed. "You're here because Annarr fears for your… sanctity," she said, with some thought. "You've always been drawn taut, ready to snap at any moment. First, with the elven magic holding you in their form. Then, taking Loki's blood into your own. Now, there is a darkness in you that not even we can cleanse."

"And?" Hiccup asked, pointedly. "I can still use the Forge. My physical condition has never harmed my soul. If anything, it is stronger now than ever," he said, thinking of Astrid. Two souls were more powerful than one, after all.

"Your physical form would shatter if you attempted to use the Forge," Thridi informed him. "You are tainted by the shadow of the old ones."

"That is why I came here," Hiccup quipped. He already knew he was in perilous waters.

"... What you seek, what you wish to endow upon Tólfti, it would come at great cost. To you, and to her," Thridi warned.

"The greatest power requires the greatest sacrifice, isn't those the words your mother likes to tout?" Hiccup replied.

"You are determined to see yourself undone, aren't you?" Thridi snapped at him. How he could throw away his potential was beyond her. Hiccup just smirked, in a way that infuriated her. How little, whiny Tólfti had ensnared him would be forever beyond her understanding.

"I will not die, not from this. Not from what ails me. Not ever," Hiccup said with conviction. He could feel Tólfti calling to him. He turned, walking away from Thridi. A portal in the walls of the room opened, revealing a calming twilight lit by the faintest rays of the dying sun.

"May your fire never die," Thridi bid in goodbye, fading to nothing. She had other visitors to entertain, after all.

The Twelfth chamber was as he remembered it. The sky was dark above him, a faint orange-pink light illuminating the clouds. Silver stars danced in the heavens, barely visible. The room glowed with a peacefulness that Hiccup had come to associate with the dusk. It started with his friendship with Toothless, a creature of the night, and ended with Tólfti, the last of the twelve to awaken in the shadow of the dwarven sun.

And then, she was there. It was Allr'bani, smaller, younger. More a child than the woman he had come to associate with the spirit of his sword. And yet, it was strangely fitting. Echoes of memories he had forgotten came back to him.

"_And so, you must choose," the old woman, Annarr, had told him. "One of us, to fulfill your wish, and to fulfill ours. Choose wisely."_

_Then she was gone. They all were. All but _her. _A little dwarven girl, no older than ten. Thinking back, Annarr had introduced her as Tólfti, the Twelfth and Last. She was all alone, curled up on the floor with her knees tucked under her chin. Silvery hair obscured her face, but Hiccup could hear the distinctive sound of sobbing._

_Hiccup didn't know what Tólfti was crying for, but he knew what it was like to suffer alone. He had years of experience, on Berk. So, he silently joined her on the ground, sitting close, offering his support. He couldn't be sure how long he—they—sat there. Time was meaningless in this realm, this limbo, between the realms of the living and the dead. It could have been ten minutes. It could have been ten thousand years._

_Eventually, Tólfti's sobs subsided. She tucked a strand of silver hair behind her ear. Her hair was radiant, Hiccup thought. Like starlight. Fitting, for a child of a Norn. Blessed with the hair of the heavens. She sniffed, wiping at her nose and eyes in an attempt to appear presentable._

_Still, they sat, remaining silent. Hiccup knew that if she wanted to talk, she would. He had all the time in the world, here. After what seemed to be an age, Tólfti spoke. She was soft spoken, her tone low. Almost as if to whisper, so she would not draw the eye or ears of others._

"_Who are you?" Tólfti asked._

_Hiccup considered giving his assumed name. He had spent the last three months training with Narfi and Loki, and answered only to it. But here, he was not Vrangr Lokison. Neither, really, was he Hiccup Haddock. But it felt like the right thing to say. "Hiccup," he said._

_Tólfti giggled. "That's a funny name," she said._

_Hiccup smirked. "I know," he replied. "It's a... tradition, my people have. Not a very good one."_

"_... I'm Tólfti," she introduced herself. "What are you doing here?"_

"_I'm here to use the Forge," Hiccup answered._

_Tólfti's eyes widened in childish awe. "But, why are you _here _then?"_

_Hiccup's brows narrowed. "Here? Here where? This is the Forge," he said._

"_Here," Tólfti said, gesturing to everywhere. "My chamber of the Forge. No one chooses Tólfti. No one likes Tólfti. Not even the other Twelve."_

"_That's not true," Hiccup stated. "I like you."_

_Tólfti looked up at him, mouth parted in a silent gasp. "R-Really?" she asked, lower lip trembling._

"_Really," Hiccup confirmed with a reassuring nod._

_Tólfti drew within herself, tucking her knees under her chin again. Hiccup saw the rise and fall of her shoulders as she cried. He reached over to, intending to apologize for offending her, when he caught her expression through her silvery hair. Tears rolled down her cheeks, but her lips were not curved down in sadness. But up, in happiness._

_Hiccup withdrew his hand, a small smile tugging the corners of his lips upwards. "We're a lot alike, you know. No one liked me where I came from either. Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the Useless, they called me," Hiccup said._

_Tólfti giggled despite her tears. "And you thought my first name was bad," Hiccup quipped. Both of them laughed at that._

_The two of them descended into companionable silence for a time, each just happy to be in the other's presence. "They don't like me because I'm weak," Tólfti confessed. "I'm not strong, like the others. Not skilled. I can't fight. I can't use magic. I have no craft to practice. My only use was to be used to build this place."_

"_You know," Hiccup said. "I wasn't liked for the same reasons. I couldn't fight. Couldn't use magic—I didn't even know what it was, at the time. My people thought it was myth. I had a craft, but everything I made always seemed to go wrong."_

"_Your people can't do magic?" Tólfti asked._

"_Well, yes—I'm human—but neither can yours," Hiccup stated._

"_The dwarves?" Tólfti asked. Hiccup nodded. "We used to, a long time ago. We Twelve were beings of magic. But our children never had as much as we did. Every generation weaker than the last."_

"_What is Midgard like?" Tólfti asked suddenly, previous topic forgotten. "When I was born, Midgard was still young and primordial. Humans are so rare!"_

_Hiccup smiled sadly and described the world of his birth to her. She had a look of wonder on her face as she stared into the distance, imagining the plains of grass, the towering mountains, and the endless oceans. "I wish I could see it," Tólfti admitted._

_Hiccup made his decision. "You can," he said softly. "What is your wish?"_

_He heard her breath catch in her chest, her entire body going still. Hiccup saw the muscles of her little jaw flexing, as if she was trying to muster the strength to speak._

_He waited._

_Eventually, she spoke. "... I," Tólfti said, her voice so quiet he could barely hear her. "I want to be loved. To have a family who cares."_

"_What is your wish?" Tólfti asked him._

_Hiccup was quiet for a time. What did he want? Truly want? "I... I want the power, the strength, to be happy. A second chance at life. To be loved, to have a family who cares," he said, echoing her words. "The power to make dream, reality."_

_Tólfti smiled brightly. "We can be each other's family. The first of many," she said, extending a hand to him._

_Hiccup smiled. "Yes, we can," he said, taking her hand. It was not solid. It was wispy and incorporeal, and he felt a warmth seep into his bones, the very core of his being, consuming all that he was. _

_And then she was gone._

_But Hiccup knew he was not alone. "Then," Tólfti said, her voice echoing from somewhere within him. "I shall help you. You grant my wish, and I grant yours."_

"_Yes," Hiccup swore. Magic, older than the bones of the world itself, whirled all around them, distorting time and space._

"_The Forge allows one to smith themselves an object of power, housing one of the Twelve within them. It is a Soul Magic, greater and more powerful than all the others. The enchantments we forge are powerful beyond words: there is no way to describe them, in this or any tongue," Tólfti explained, the Forge of Souls growing molten in temperature. The walls of the chamber glowed with power and a heat that was not of the living._

"_You are only limited by your imagination, and your sacrifice," Tólfti instructed._

"_Sacrifice?" Hiccup echoed._

"_There is a power in sacrifice. In self-sacrifice. To willingly give up something important to you; to destroy it. The more important the essence of what you sacrifice is, the stronger the enchantments," Tólfti said. The heat of the Forge was becoming unbearable. Hiccup felt his skin blister and turn to ash; his bones glowed a cherry red._

_And yet, he felt no pain. "I—I brought metal with me, from the heavens," Hiccup stammered out, his nerves going wild. Whatever was happening, it was disturbing him greatly. "A gift from the elves, the first gift I've been given. It is rare, and powerful."_

_Tólfti nodded, a gesture Hiccup saw within, not without. "A good sacrifice, but not enough for what you desire," she stated._

_Hiccup went through the things he could give up. Important things. The most obvious was his connection to Toothless. But he could never consider that. The next, his newfound family; Loki, Narfi, and even Hel and Fenrir, odd as they were. Even little Váli was warming up to him. Not them, either, Hiccup decided._

_So what else? All he had was his previous life. He didn't feel anything for the Order of Dragon Knights. It stung, Hiccup realized, how little he cared for in life. And how little in life cared for him. All he had was Midgard... and Berk. "My home," Hiccup gasped. It was his home, he realized. When he opened his eyes every morning, he always felt lost. He didn't wake up in a wooden hut, with knotted timber that let the wind in at night. He didn't wake up to his heavy desk, covered in parchment and ink. He didn't wake up to the smell of meat wafting from the Great Hall, nor the sound of seagulls squawking from the docks. He didn't even wake up to the sounds of the hustle and bustle of villagers going about their daily lives._

_And, whenever, he woke up, he expected to have all that. And he didn't. In his heart, Berk was still his home. "My home," he said again, more sure in his convictions._

"_Are you sure?" Tólfti asked._

"_Yes," Hiccup grunted. He existed only as heat and fire now, an emerald flame that licked and burnt to nothing everything it touched. His anger—his hate—for the world, laid bare._

"_The Forge will take it from you, all of it. Never again will it be your home, in your heart. The memory of what you once had will linger, torturing you, tempting you. But your heart will remain barren and void," Tólfti warned, one last time._

"_Yes," Hiccup screamed, the flames beginning to turn inwards, consuming him._

_Tólfti smiled, sending a soothing emotion coursing through his being. "Your sacrifice is strong, Hiccup. The Forge will see your will made reality," she said. _

_And then she was gone, along with the heat and fire. Hiccup opened his eyes, alone in the Twelfth chamber. He felt drained of everything; his magic, his strength, his vitality. And he felt a coldness in his heart, as if he was lost, adrift amongst the sea._

_He knew. The Forge had taken Berk from him, forever. He remembered what it felt like to love his home, to so desperately wish for their acceptance. To just be one of them. And now, he couldn't find even the faintest lingering attachment to the place of his birth. He felt... empty._

_Sitting up, he groaned as his "physical" body—if you could even call it that—protested. His eyes widened in disbelief and solemn awe at what was in front of him._

_It was the most beautiful sword he had ever seen. Blacker than even Toothless' hide, it was as if the night sky had been given physical form in the blade. A crossguards of unearthly, heavenly silver guarded the hilt, with a pommel of the same metal capping it. An emerald, so pure that it appeared translucent, was set in the pommel. It was cut so perfectly, that Hiccup didn't think it could have been chiseled by hand or magic. Surely, it was of the making of the gods. A scabbard, the same color as the blade, rested next to the sword. It was silken, like cloth, yet had the texture of wire, as if it was made of millions of tiny threads forged from the same metal as the sword._

_Hiccup's mouth felt dry. He felt unworthy to be in the sword's presence, and yet, it called out to him. It told him to take it—her—and go forth. To bring both of their hopes and dreams to the world. His addled mind provided him the memories. Tólfti and their pact. Hiccup knew that the little dwarven girl was within the sword, and he knew that, somehow, the meteorite from Alfheim that he had stored in Toothless' saddle was gone._

_He stood, walking over in a ritualistic, worshipful gait; like a priest bowing before the altar. Grasping the hilt, he felt a shiver of power course through his body, like lightning. Hiccup could _feel _the fire within the sword, just waiting to be unleashed on the world. The fire that he had been, all consuming. Devouring all that was. And he could feel Tólfti within, but not the Tólfti that was, the Tólfti that is._

"_Father," a quiet, cold voice whispered from within._

"_Tólfti," Hiccup answered. He could tell she was happy, and smiling, even though he knew swords could not smile._

_The Twelfth chamber faded, forever darkened. Its spirit was no longer housed there. Two doorways of black stone spiraled out of nothingness. "It's time to go back," Tólfti said._

_Hiccup nodded, picking up the scabbard and sheathing Tólfti within. He held the sword reverently, not daring to let it rest on his belt just yet. He walked with lethargic steps towards the gate that led back to the palace; the way from which he had came. "No," Tólfti said. "Journey through the city of what we have lost," she bade, directing him to the other gate. Beyond, laid the Necropolis._

_He nodded and turned on his heels, heading for the other gate. Hiccup could feel a great sadness from Tólfti, emanating from the blade. A melancholy that he could not understand. "Tólfti? What's wrong?" Hiccup asked, even as he moved through the gate._

"_Promise me you won't forget me," Tólfti begged him._

"_Of course I won't," Hiccup said, with a small laugh. "We'll be together, forever. You're stuck with me now."_

"_... You won't remember this place, or me, when you leave," Tólfti informed him._

_Hiccup's heart hammered in his chest as he flailed backwards, away from the gate. It was too late. He was already being drawn through, cast out of the Forge of Souls. "It's for our safety. If everyone knew... we would be in danger. Evil would seek us, to bend to their whims, or to destroy. Please, please," Tólfti begged. "Don't forget me. Don't make me be alone again. I can't go back!"_

"_I won't," Hiccup promised. "I won't, I won't, I won't—" he swore, over and over, like a mantra._

_The only thing Hiccup knew when he stood above the Kingdom of the Damned was that he had gotten what he came for: a weapon beyond all imagining. He just knew._

_Hiccup smirked, and set off to find Toothless. He had a world to conquer, in his father's name. A world to rule._

_Tólfti wept._

"Tólfti," Hiccup whispered reverently. He _remembered. _He remembered _everything. _"Why? Why didn't I remember?"

Allr'bani—Tólfti—smiled sadly. "No one ever does, father," she said.

Hiccup swallowed. "Why did you revert forms?" he asked. She had changed, from the woman he first spoke to after awakening her true powers, to the echo of Tólfti after the antimagic disturbed her enchantments.

"The antimagic weakened me," Tólfti admitted. "It was easier to lose some of whom I had become, and return to a little of who I was."

"I won't forget, not again," Hiccup swore. He wouldn't.

Tólfti nodded. "I know," she said. She did.

"... I need to change your enchantments, Tólfti," Hiccup told her. There was no getting around it. She would have to be reforged. Changed. Made stronger. More powerful.

"I know," Tólfti said, with a small smile. "But the price will be great, you know. No one has used the Forge twice. What will you sacrifice?"

That was the question. He had so much more in his life now. Astrid, and their soul bond. That was absolutely not an option. Never. His bond with Toothless. Also something he was not willing to part with. His ties to his new family were stronger than ever. He would not part with them willingly. Loki, Hel, Fenrir, and Váli were a part of him, now.

So what else? His home was with Astrid now. He could not sacrifice his emotional attachment to his home, not when it was with her. Not like with Berk. That left so very, very little.

Thriddi's words came to him. How he had been warped so many times that he no longer knew what he truly was. His body was torn in every direction; Alfheim, Asgard, and Jötunheim. His shared heritage with Loki was a source of pride. His father had used his own blood to give him a vitality that allowed his body to heal from any wound. Allowed him to develop an affinity for ice magic.

And yet, in the grand scheme of things, it meant very little. His bonds with his family were not of the flesh, but of the spirit.

They would do.

Hiccup opened his mouth to answer Tólfti, but somehow, she knew. "It is not enough," Tólfti said, sadly. Not dear enough. The Forge would take it, but it would be the fee to use its fires once more. Nothing more, nothing less.

Hiccup's shoulders fell. That was all he had. All that he had, that he was willing to part with, anyway.

He... he could part with his illusion magic. It would weaken him, critically so. It would cut him from his connection to the Veil, but some instinctual, base part of him balked in fear at that. It told him he would die from it, surely. Slain by a foe when he needed its strength most, or consumed by the shadows in an instant. Both equally terrifying, both equally unacceptable.

"The soul," Hiccup whispered.

Tólfti gasped in horror. "Father, no!"

"It is the only thing I have, the second greatest thing I have. The power from its sacrifice would be... unimaginable," Hiccup thought. The soul was Eternal. It could be broken. It could be shattered. It could be cast to the farthest reaches of the realms of the living and the dead, and every world in between. But it could not be destroyed. If burned, its ashes would remain. If ground into nothing, its dust would remain. If severed from the whole, it would linger. In pain. In torment. In solitude. In darkness.

But it would linger.

It could not be destroyed.

Hiccup held out his hand.

Tólfti cried, reaching out with trembling arms. Her bottom lip quivered as her vision blurred; tears rolled down her cheek.

"Don't be sad, Tólfti," Hiccup bade her. "You've always had a part of me. Now, you'll have even more. You'll keep me safe. I know it."

As their fingertips brushed, Hiccup's world became heat and fire once more. As it was all those years ago, so it was again. There was nothing but the flame; emerald and crackling, all consuming, all devouring. Heat that scorched realms and sundered souls. And it was him. He gave the fire to Tólfti, and together, they Forged the sword that would stand above all others.

And so too was it like before. Hiccup awoke, alone, once more. The Twelfth chamber darkened, and Hiccup knew, deep in his being, that it would never awaken once more. And so too, like before, did he kneel reverently before the altar of Tólfti, in penitence.

Hiccup took up his sword once more, and felt a fire set his blood aflame. Power untold raged beneath his hands, contained within the blade of darkness he wielded before him. Upon the blade, just above the crossguards, was the rune for "Twelve"—a long line, crested with a triangle that had no base—etched into the metal for all time. A reminder, to him, and all those that came after him.

His blade was no sword. It was a person, a solemn vow between two losts souls, to grant the other their deepest desires.

"Tólfti," Hiccup spoke softly. The sword shivered from tip to pommel. He knew he would not forget her name this time.

In the Third chamber, Thriddi hissed, a painful grimace marring her fair features. Astrid looked at her in askance. Thor, in the Fourth chamber, rushed to Fjórdi's side as the man dropped to his knees. Loki rubbed at his ring finger, trying to assuage the burning he felt crawl up his hand. Atop his throne, Odin Allfather jerked back as lightning arced wildly between his hand and Gungnir. All felt the shadow of destiny upon them. Even Present, Future, and Fate turned their gaze to some unseen, hidden part of creation from which they felt a fire unimaginable. Unthinkable. A mythical flame that defied the First Laws.

—**And the Heavens shall tremble—** Hiccup declared. Or was it Tólfti? Perhaps both? Both, they decided.

Both.

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

This chapter was supposed to include Astrid's Forging as well, but the length got away from me. Now, we know all about Allr'bani—Tólfti—and her history with Hiccup.

Next chapter! Astrid and her Forging, her reaction to Hiccup's new sword, as well as what Thor has been up to. Hiccup makes his move, and the final battle ramps up. Ending chapter prediction: 57? We're getting close. I'll try not to go too long between updates now that things are getting intense.

The rune on Tólfti's blade is the Tiwaz rune— **ᛏ** —, if you want to Google it. It's essentially an arrow that points up. In the Norse alphabet, numbers were almost always written out completely. For example, twelve would always be written as tólf (twelfth; tólfti). In very rare, special occasions, it was written as a numeral, using the rune of the first letter. In this case: Tiwaz, or "T", for twelfth.

Guest 1 — I'm aware of Alfheim's day cycle. It was an oversight, as mentioned in the following chapter's A/N. Just... think of it as Toothless blending into the shadow of Miotvior, instead of night.

Guest 2 — Frigg (Thor's mother) can "speak" to inanimate objects through a unique magic that only she possesses. It's sort of a genetic thing, if that makes it easier to understand. Loki's ring is, in fact, one of the Twelve. Nothing else could be that powerful.

As always, thanks for reading, and I hope you guys enjoyed. If you could leave a review, I'd appreciate it. We're almost to 900 followers, too! I never imagined that Hail to the King would get so many readers. I always dreamed that the number of followers for "success" was 1k, and I think, just maybe, we'll get there before the end!

- Musica


	52. Chooser of the Slain

"What did you do to him!" Astrid yelled, reaching for her magic. It was the only weapon she had, bereft of her axe.

The spirit of the Second chuckled at her wrath. "Nothing, child. He simply _remembers_. The mind does not agree with the sudden influx of memories. It is quite painful," she said.

"If you hurt him, I'll tear this place apart, brick by brick!" Astrid snarled. She had just been reunited with her beloved. It would be an act of god to separate her from him again.

Annarr smiled wryly, as if she found the mortal's ire comical. "Yes, yes, dear. I'm sure you would. You came here to use the Forge, did you not?"

Astrid bit the inside of her cheek in an attempt to rein in her anger. It didn't help. "Yes," she hissed through grit teeth.

The dwarven woman bobbed her head. "Then it would benefit you greatly to hear what I have to say," she informed Astrid. "What is the most basic principle of magic?"

Astrid's brows narrowed as she considered the question. She came to work metal, not debate the arcane. "Intent. You think of what you desire, and then bend that energy to your will to make desire, reality. Often in the form of spoken words, or written runes," she answered, using an answer she thought Hiccup would be proud of.

"A perfect answer," Annarr commented. "One your mate would be proud of, no doubt," her words echoing Astrid's own thoughts eerily. "Intent is the single greatest strength, and weakness, of magic. We are at odds with ourselves, when we use magic. The mind dreams of things too fantastical for reality, and the cold logic of spoken words and written runes prevents us mere mortals from creating anything truly... divine."

Astrid listened with rapt attention. "How would you, for example, _describe _the color blue to a man who has been blind his whole life? A man who has known nothing but the void; but darkness?" Annarr asked.

Astrid shrugged. "Impossible, isn't it? There are no words in the mortal tongue to describe it. Such is the power of the Forge of Souls: together, we can make dream, reality. We can describe the world in all its splendor to the blind, deaf, and dumb. It is the first of the Forge's strengths: imagination. You are bound only by the limits of your own mind," the old woman instructed.

"And yet... we are not above the laws of magic. The energy to create such a tool is beyond fathoming. No singular man or woman could ever give the Forge the energy it would need to work such magic. In sacrifice, there is power. You know this. When your beloved fell battling the Nidhogg, your very soul cracked from the pain it felt. That agony, that devastation, when the things we hold dear are taken from us forever. The Forge takes that emotion, and turns it to power, and we spirits who guide it, shape it, into the smith's tool," Annarr said.

Astrid thought back to that moment. The worst in her life, by far. The feeling of cradling Hiccup's empty shell. His green eyes, glossy and sightless as they stared into the void. The _stillness _in his body. The lack of breath. The lack of a beating heart. His fingers didn't twitch. His eyelashes didn't flutter. There were not words, she thought, that could describe the pain she felt. If the Forge could truly turn that pain into power, then Astrid could only assume it was by the hands of a god—this "Great Smith," as the spirits called him. She nodded, signaling Annarr to continue on.

The spirit did so. "And, finally, to bind the enchantments to their physical form, and to guard its power for as long as its form exists, we, One of the Twelve, house ourselves within. In exchange for helping the smith forge their tool, and for our—in many cases, _eternal_—duties, spirit and smith make solemn vows to each other. One wish, one desire. A promise to grant the other theirs."

That caught Astrid's attention. Hiccup—and Thor, Astrid noted—had, or would, swear oaths to these spirits. And in return, they them. What could a spirit want? The dead wanted for nothing. Astrid was about to ask Annarr what the spirits could possibly desire, when another incorporeal being manifested itself in the chamber.

She was a dwarf shieldmaiden, that much Astrid could tell. Short, yet powerfully built and radiantly beautiful. She held her brown hair in an ornate and intricate braid that fell to the small of her back. She wore a suit of armor that was the color of the purest silver, and strung across her back was a large, two-handed greataxe. The ghosts of two spectral, disembodied feathered wings beat behind her. Two eyes, as blue as the ocean, bore into, tearing Astrid apart and building her back up again.

Astrid felt as if she was being judged. The dwarf maiden seemed to weigh her, and found her wanting. Astrid's back straightened as she pushed back her shoulders and raised her chin at the dwarf. She knew Sigrid hated it, and she hoped this dwarf did too. The girl smirked wolfishly at her display.

"And so, you must choose," Annarr bid Astrid. "One of us, to fulfill your wish, and to fulfill ours. Choose wisely."

The world blurred and wavered. A flash of darkness shrouded Astrid's sight, before it was replaced by the harsh glare of sunlight. Astrid blinked, taking in her surroundings. She was in another chamber of the Forge, that much she could tell. She stood in the center of a dusty plain that stretched forth in every direction for eternity. All around her were spectral weapons; swords, axes, spears, daggers, hammers. They sprouted from the ground like trees, dotting the landscape.

Astrid twitched as she felt instincts honed from years of training and war scream at her. She leapt to the side, narrowly avoiding an axe that came crashing down upon her. Had she not moved, the blow would have cleaved her in two.

She rolled away, righting herself and taking a defensive stance. She reached for her magic, and felt it fill her body with strength and speed. From the dust that the axe kicked up, the dwarven shieldmaiden emerged. She toted her greataxe over her shoulder arrogantly, smirking at Astrid. "You don't mind if I'm the first to speak with you, do you? Not that it matters. The others are all simpering cowards and milk-drinkers. Not real warriors. Not like us," the spirit said.

Astrid stared the spirit down. It only served to make the spirit grin more. "I was curious, you know. What kind of woman He would choose. The greatest warrior of the age, and He goes and chooses poor, sad, little Tólfti. I thought to myself, maybe he had a thing for weak and broken girls. Then, he comes back with you. Strong, and most definitely _not _broken," the spirit said.

Astrid growled at the spirit. "Hiccup knows pain. He would never inflict it upon someone else, or let them suffer unjustly," she spat. Even as she said the words, they rang false. Hiccup did inflict pain upon others. Even, perhaps, unjustly at times. Auriel didn't deserve what happened to her family. And yet, it was war. War was never fair. Never painless. He had changed so much, and yet Astrid knew the real him was still in that broken heart, somewhere. He was still capable of good. Of redeeming himself.

The spirit grinned wolfishly. Astrid was reminded of a feral dog. "At one time, maybe. But he's different now, isn't he?"

Astrid grabbed the nearest spectral weapon, a longsword. She was a blur of golden hair as she sprinted forward and swung at the dwarf. Their weapons clashed in a shower of sparks; spectral metal grinding against spectral metal. The spirit cackled in glee. "Yes! I thought I'd have to tell you to pick up a blade! This is perfect!"

The spirit and Astrid traded blows, each swing causing the rock beneath their feet to shudder. Neither willing to admit defeat, neither willing to back down. Astrid's anger fed her magic, making it boil and rage. Her strength was titanic, and her speed was blistering. With a mighty cleave, Astrid sought to cut the woman's head from her shoulders. Her longsword struck the flat of the spirit's greataxe and shattered; fading to nothing.

Astrid leapt back, casting her eyes for another weapon. She found it in an axe, smaller than she was used to. One-handed, designed more for cutting trees than flesh. But it felt good in her hands. It would do.

The spirit howled in pleased laughter. "Yes! Yes! _This _is what I've waited an Age for!"

"Who are you?" Astrid hissed. The shieldmaiden was clearly deranged. She could feel only a lust for blood and battle coming from the dwarf.

"I am the great Thridi, Third of the Twelve!" Thridi declared, puffing out her chest proudly as she brandished her axe. "In life, I was the greatest warrior of mine people. Chooser of the Slain, the giants called me. Every battle I fought in ended in victory. Every opponent I faced, ended in their death."

"What do you want, _Thridi_?" Astrid hissed in question. She had no time for games.

Thridi chuckled darkly. "I want to be the Chooser of the Slain once more!" the dwarf roared, hoisting her greataxe high and charging.

She was faster this time, Astrid noticed. Much faster. Her blows rained down, hard and quick and relentless. Astrid could feel her bones rattle with every strike as she fended the attacks off. Astrid retaliated, striking counterattacks where she could. Thridi was a berserker; a rabid dog frothing at the bit. She lived for the battlefield. The spirit cared little for defense, instead, going entirely on the offensive. More than once, Astrid broke through her guard and cut the dwarf down, only for her axe to pass through the spirit's body harmlessly.

Astrid realized the futility of her battle. How could one kill that which was already dead? Though, the spirits of the Twelve were not truly dead, they were still spirits; disembodied souls. "I want to feel the hammer of my heart in my chest!" Thridi howled as their duel grew more fierce. "I want to feel my blood boil! My skin crawl in the face of overwhelming adversity!"

Astrid yelped as the blade of Thridi's greataxe clipped her, drawing blood. She was reminded that while the spirit could not be harmed, she could. "I want to feel my axe cleave flesh and bone!" Thridi continued raving madly, her strikes coming faster and stronger. Astrid reached outward, grasping for the energy of life that was within all things—even the Forge of Souls. Yggdrasil's magic flowed into her, granting her the strength of the tree that held the cosmos. Her eyes glowed blue as the power filled her. Thridi hesitated.

It cost her dearly.

Astrid brought the full weight of her power against the spirit. Like a raging river, the tide of natural energy slammed into Thridi, shattering her form and casting it across the battlefield. Astrid inhaled deeply, waiting to see what the spirit would do. She didn't think for a moment that the Third had perished.

Mad cackling floated across the wind. "Yes! This is what I've longed for!" Thridi howled, her spirit body coalescing and reforming in front of Astrid. "Your power rivals even His!"

Astrid brandished her hatchet, unsure if the spirit would attack her once more.

She didn't. Thridi's heaving chest calmed, and the madness in her eyes faded. "What is it that you desire, mortal?" Thridi asked.

There were lots of things Astrid desired. Peace, not just for her and Hiccup, but for all the realms. Being able to go home. To see her family and friends; the land of her birth. But the Forge could not give her any of that.

Only the means.

"I desire the power to take what I want. To never taste defeat; to always revel in victory. The power to stand next to my beloved, as equals. The power to face any foe and emerge victorious—" Astrid answered. "—even the gods themselves," she added, thinking of Hiccup's ambitions.

Thridi howled. "Yes! This is a desire I can grant! Choose me, mortal, and together we'll rule the battlefield! Unchallenged, unmatched! Queens of the slaughter!"

Astrid hesitated. There were Twelve spirits, she knew. She knew of a handful of them; Gungnir, Mjölnir, Allr'bani, Annarr, and now, Thridi. surely there were more, others she could choose from. And yet, something deep within called out to her. The spirit of the Third embodied all that her people were, all that they valued. Glory. Honor. Battle. Something whispered to the deepest parts of her that if she chose this spirit, she wouldn't fall in battle.

Thridi seemed to sense her choice. "What will you give to have this power?" Thridi asked.

The chilling claws of fear scratched at Astrid's heart. That was the question, wasn't it? Annarr had told her as much. The stronger the sacrifice, the stronger the power gained. She wasn't willing to part with Hiccup, nor was she willing to sever her bond with Stormfly. That left precious few things she had. Her gift as a Seer was not her own. It was a byproduct of the bonding of her's and Hiccup's souls. It was not her's to bargain away. There was her abilities gained from Yggdrasil; the opening of her senses to the energy of nature and life, and the power it held. But she needed that. It was the one thing that let her challenge beings as strong as Hiccup and Loki.

What, then, did she have? Something physical? Parting with one of her arms would nearly cripple her. The power that would come from sacrificing her ability to wield her axe would be strong. But that was counter-intuitive. She needed to be stronger, not weaker. Something emotional, then. Her friendship she felt for Sigrid and her other friends? Possible, although she would not wish to part with them willingly. Her love of her home? Also a possibility.

And yet, they felt wrong to Astrid. She wanted to be victorious, in all things. Losing any of them would be a crippling defeat. One she did not wish to experience. It came to her then, a whisper in the back of her mind. An idea. A possibility. She knew magic worked in the Forge, and it would allow her to test her theory.

Thridi sensed her intentions, her lips parting in a feral, toothy grin as she watched Astrid raise her hands. Steeling her will, Astrid called upon her magic. She beckoned it forth, molding it to her will. Astrid conjured a great cube of solid, gleaming gold—nearly as large as her dragon. In an instant, she collapsed to her knees. Her chest heaved for air and her heart hammered against her ribs. She was empty with exhaustion, completely devoid of any magic in her being.

It was what she desired. As Astrid lay on the stony battlefield, she reached outwards for Yggdrasil's energy. She felt its cool, reassuring caress. Ever present. Ever watchful.

Even without her magic, she could still feel the natural energy pulsing around her. Astrid made up her mind.

"Magic," she answered Thridi's question. "My magic. I'll give it up. All of it. Forever."

Thridi barked in laughter, a pleased smirk stretching her lips upwards. "Yes! Yes! This will do, the Forge will grant our wishes!"

The spirit stalked forward, like a wolf hunting a deer. Astrid felt a chill crawl up her spine in anticipation of what was to come. Thridi stood before her, her greataxe outstretched. The spectral metal glinted in the light, as if corporeal for a moment. Astrid reached out, her hand shaking, and gingerly touched the blade.

For Astrid, the world was washed white. Everything lost its color; a dreary monochrome landscape. Thridi's smirking form dissipated to nothingness. She blinked, and her world was consumed by fire. An inferno so hot her skin blistered and she felt her flesh cook and her blood boil. The pain was unlike anything she had ever experienced. It paled to everything, except the torment she knew for the brief moment that Hiccup lay dead.

"Don't fight it," a voice whispered to her. "Let the flame wash everything away."

Astrid screamed as the heat intensified; the flames licking at her. She felt her bones grow molten. Then, there was nothing. No pain. No heat. The fires raged, but she was not consumed by them. She _was _them. A cerulean fire that burned and raged in the deepest pits of the Forge of Souls. Thoughts and emotions fleeted through the fire. Astrid saw her first axe, the one she used as a child. She had outgrown it, but kept it as a memento of her life before becoming a rider. It rested on a rack in her room on Alfheim. She saw her axe that Hiccup had given her, and destroyed in their battle. It rested within the pouches of Stormfly's saddle.

Astrid knew, whenever she was released from this fiery hell, that she would never again lay eyes on those weapons. They too became as she was; part of the fire. Part of the Forge. So too did Astrid see visions of other weapons—countless axes, swords, and spears. Rocky battlefield after rocky battlefield, slick with gore. The corpses of frost and fire giants were piled high, literal mountains of flesh and bone. Sitting atop the largest was the spirit of the Third dwarf.

She was breathtakingly beautiful, Astrid thought. In life, she was a tall woman. Taller than most dwarves ever reached. Her hair was long and beautiful, blowing in some unseen wind. Her silver armor, normally so shiny and beautiful, was stained red with the blood of her enemies. Her axe, a mighty weapon, easily twice as tall and large as she was, rested over her shoulder. Upon her head sat a helmet—more of a crown, Astrid thought. It was a simple helm, with a bridge that ran down the dwarf's nose. Two wings adorned either side of the helm, cresting it like horns. Set into the metal, in a circular pattern where her forehead would be, were five jewels; a yellow topaz, a red ruby, a blue sapphire, a green emerald, and a purple amethyst.

Thridi gazed down upon the fields of carnage with unseeing eyes. There was little living. A few birds of carrion circled high in the sky, not daring to land while the dwarf maiden watched over the dead. A few giants moaned pitifully, their last deathrattles of pain and suffering. A few badly battered dwarven warriors watched Thridi, too. They were just as enraptured as Astrid was.

"My princess," they called out. "We must leave."

Astrid's vision blurred as she was pulled from the fire. She was brought before a great sunset, the dying rays of dusk heralding the night. Stars shone overhead through the clouds. There, standing before the setting sun, was Hiccup. He was as Astrid saw him in her mind. Tall, lanky, with messy hair. But he wasn't so pale, so sickly. His skin glowed with a health that the hardy people of northern Midgard were known for. He held a sword of midnight before him, a single rune etched upon the flat of the blade.

The world slowly came back to Astrid. She felt her bones become solid once more, and her flesh was no longer in agony. Blinking away unshed tears, she opened her eyes. She felt profoundly feeble. As if she was a brittle sword that would shatter upon the first strike.

She felt... wholly human. Weak, as their race was.

Astrid's head fell to the side. She gazed across the battlefield, the spectral weapons gone. In their place, a single battleaxe lay next to her.

It was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. It was made of solid gold that gleamed and shimmered with an inner light. There were no markings upon the metal, almost as if it had been _grown _rather than _forged. _It was twin-headed, two blades falling on either side of the haft. Intricate designs of waves and clouds were etched into the heads. Atop the haft was a triangular spike that was used for stabbing opponent's in close combat. Set in the center was a sapphire of such purity that it was nearly translucent. In the center of the jewel was a small, almost invisible, light, that pulsed with power. Like a candle on the horizon in the night.

Astrid reached out with a trembling hand. She didn't have the strength to lift her arm, so she dragged it across the rock. Her fingers fumbled with the haft of the axe; her body was painfully weak. As her hand found its grip, she was filled with strength. A strength that she had come to know with her magic. The sapphire set in the axe glowed brighter, just barely.

Finding her legs, Astrid pulled herself to her feet. She used her axe as a crutch, barely able to stand. The sapphire's glow intensified again, soothing her battered body. "Don't use me as a crutch," Astrid heard a voice hiss. She stilled as Thridi's voice echoed in her mind. It was the same, and yet, different, at the same time.

With herculean effort, she hefted the axe onto her shoulder and off the ground. Thridi seemed quite pleased with that. Astrid hobbled forward, seeking the exit. All she wanted to do was find a nice roll of furs, a warm fire, and curl up with Hiccup. She could feel her weariness in her bones.

"Remember our promise," the spirit reminded her. "I'll give you the strength to never lose, and you'll give me the battle I've longed for."

Astrid nodded. "I will," she swore. That was a certainty. Ragnarök was coming. She could feel it. Yggdrasil quaked with the coming of the End of Days. There would be no shortage of war.

"Good," the spirit said happily. "Go forth, and remember my name."

"Valkyrie," Astrid whispered.

* * *

><p>Loki sat in his study, deep in thought. He drummed the fingers of his right hand on his desk in a rhythmic motion. The object of his idle gaze was a common board, lattices carved into the wood to make squares. A few pieces adorned the board, each meaning more than its significance in the game. Any observer would think Loki was playing a game of hnefatafl with himself.<p>

The more cunning would see him planning for Ragnarök.

His pieces were limited. A mounted knight. A sorceress. A hound of war.

Across from him, his opponent had an army of pieces. Countless pawns; common warriors. A number of knights, each as powerful as his own. And, above them all, a king and queen: one, more powerful than even he, the other, deadly in her own right with magic that even he could not unravel.

Loki's opponent controlled the board, hemming him in on all sides. He was going to lose, if he didn't break through the encirclement. And yet, he did not have the pieces to emerge victorious in honest battle.

But he was Loki the Betrayer. He never fought with honor. When faced with overwhelming odds, the best play was to not play at all. Retreat and live to fight another day.

But that was not an option. It was his head, or his enemies'. He needed to make a gambit. He would lose one piece, and in return, gain so much more.

Loki's eyes flickered from piece to piece. The knight. The sorceress. The hound of war. The knight. The sorceress. The hound of war. The knight. The sorceress. The hound of war.

The knight. The—

A soft knock interrupted Loki's thoughts. The door opened on silent hinges as Hel stepped into her father's study.

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

As for what enchantments and powers Hiccup's sword and Astrid's axe have, you'll have to wait and see.

Eagle-eyed readers have spied the first reference to content that appears in the sequel — The First Laws. These are not the laws of magic, as was theorized, but something else entirely.

Thridi's name in life, for those who didn't catch it, was Chooser of the Slain—in Norse mythology, a Valkyrie. Her wings allude to this, as Valkyrie were a sort of "angel" that fetched the ferried the spirits of the honorable dead to Valhalla.

Hnefatafl, the game Loki was playing, is an ancient predecessor of the modern chess that was played by the Vikings.

I misspoke! Sorry. It was late when I wrote the last chapter's author's note. We're close to 900 reviews, not followers. Same message!

Guest — Loki's ring, like both Mjölnir and Gungnir, are not bound to their owner like Tólfti. They were forged by another, for them. Many such weapons and items are passed down through families and clans for ages. Often times, the original crafter is long, long dead by the time they are used again.

As always, thanks for reading, and I hope you enjoyed. I'd appreciate it if you could leave a review. To all my kind new readers who just caught up with the story, welcome! I appreciate your kind words.

- Musica


	53. Come Undone

Hiccup stood before the threshold of the Forge of Soul's main antechamber. The object of his attention was his reflection in the blade of his sword. He knew that once he sheathed it, it would be the last time he would see it until he drew it once more.

It was not something he wanted to be forced to do. But, all the same, he knew he would. The war raged, even at that very moment. No doubt his father had recovered from his use of the ring and would be plotting against their enemies.

Hiccup also knew that he would have a part to play in the fulfillment of Ragnarök and their ultimate victory. A part that he couldn't play holed up in the Forge. With reluctance, he slid Allr'bani into her sheathe. A metallic ring echoed through the antechamber, heralding him as he set foot away from the Twelfth chamber of the Forge.

His body instantly felt heavy and lethargic. He could feel his muscles burn, even though he hadn't done anything physically strenuous. Grunting, he shook it off. The first time he had used the Forge, it had reduced him to a weary, delirious state. That walk through the Necropolis should have been his death, but it wasn't. This time, knowing what to expect, he was not nearly as drained.

The main antechamber was a dull, glowing shade of orange. It was comforting, like the fire of a hearth. Hiccup spotted the kneeling form of Annarr, the guardian of the Forge. He managed to hobble his way over to where the spirit kneeled over Astrid, who was sound asleep. In her arms, she clutched a beautiful greataxe of solid gold.

Astrid had been as successful in her endeavors as he had been in his, Hiccup noted with pride. It took a strong soul to use the Forge. His own trials had been nothing but proof of that.

The dwarven spirit spoke to him, even as she watched over Astrid. "I see you continue to break rules and defy expectations," Annarr said.

"I have a tendency to do that," Hiccup quipped.

"Indeed," the spirit commented, eying his sword. "I did not expect you to learn soul magic. Though not wholly impossible, it is rare for mortals to have such an understanding of the thin line between life and death."

"Seer," Hiccup responded, simply.

"Indeed," the dwarf rasped. "Your beloved shall be fine, she is merely exhausted from her labors. Your other friend has already completed his trials and returned to the world of the living."

That was a surprise to Hiccup. Thor was always brash and unthinking. How he had managed to complete his own Forging and leave before him would forever be beyond Hiccup's understanding. "You should be on your way too, young smith," Annarr chided.

"Yeah, yeah," Hiccup said, groaning as he stretched his sore muscles. Returning Allr'bani to her place on his hip, he carefully scooped up Astrid. She remained sleeping, but she nestled in his arms. Looking down, he inspected her axe. He didn't know the enchants bestowed upon it, but if it was anything like what Allr'bani possessed, it could be dangerous for him to casually pick it up. But, like the enchantment that bound his sword to him, perhaps their soul bond would cheat it.

Gingerly, Hiccup kneeled and reached out for the haft of the axe. His fingers curled around the gold metal. He flinched, feeling the icy temperature of the weapon. Thankfully, he axe allowed itself to be picked up. Nestling Astrid's axe between her body and his, Hiccup limped towards the stone arch that led back to the Necropolis. He doubted they would be received well if they went through the arch opposite it; the royal palace would be well guarded and in an uproar if two of their greatest enemies suddenly appeared in their depths.

The world faded to black as Hiccup and Astrid were swallowed by the black stone. Hiccup turned his head to see the remaining spirits watch them go. Of the Twelve, only Four remained; their number dwindling by One with Astrid's axe. Annarr raised her gnarled hand in parting as the Forge of Souls grew dark and its fires died. "May your fire never die," the spirits echoed, before fading to nothingness, returning to their slumber.

Hiccup inhaled as he staggered backwards and back onto the plateau of the First Stone. The city of the dead was silent and cold, as always. The only thing that met Hiccup's eyes were the stony faces entombed in the white trees that led up to the arch he strode from. He paused only momentarily paused by Tólfti's tree, whispering a silent prayer.

He stalked through the Necropolis with purpose, heading back through the tunnels that led to the chasm where his party awaited them. Hiccup saw no trace nor sign of Thor. Astrid mumbled and sighed in her sleep, trying to find a more comfortable position. Hiccup couldn't keep his lips from turning upwards in a small smile. Tólfti's tunnel quickly faded to the cavern with the mural of the first dwarves, and from there, to the rocky and narrow passageways that led back to their camp. Hiccup whispered a silent spell under his breath that made Astrid fall deeper asleep, and her dreams more pleasant. He didn't want to wake her.

When Hiccup emerged back into the vast chasm, he was greeted by low whispers and the soft glow of a campfire. The hulking, sinuous forms of dragons slumbered in the shadows; guarding their riders from any who would seek to ambush them in their sleep.

Hiccup bit his tongue to keep from snickering as Sigrid and Agni jumped to their feet when they heard his labored breathing. Closer to the campfire, he could see that Thor had collapsed on the ground and was slumbering, snoring loudly and sputtering in his sleep. Auriel was curled up under a number of furs, and Agvior meditated on a nearby rock formation—which was as good as sleep for the old elf.

"Hiccup!" they both greeted, their eyes roving over him, Astrid, and the shiny golden axe resting between them.

Hiccup inclined his head and greeting and stumbled towards the shadows where he knew Toothless was. It wasn't hard, really. He simply looked for where there _wasn't _a dragon. His hide made him blend in with the darkness seamlessly. Toothless crooned and nuzzled his rider. "Not now, bud. Too tired," Hiccup mumbled. With a wave of his hand, several bundles of furs flew from the saddle and arranged themselves on the ground. He gently placed Astrid under one side of the makeshift bed, and set her axe next to her. Sighing in relief, he climbed under the furs and let sleep claim him.

* * *

><p>Astrid stirred first. She blinked, her eyes not used to the perpetual darkness of the chasm they were camped in. Light filtered down from above, barely illuminating the area. A small, magical campfire burned in the center of their makeshift camp, with dragons circling around them—acting almost like a makeshift rampart.<p>

Her body felt unnaturally heavy, and she couldn't find the strength to keep her eyes open for more than a few moments at a time. She was only barely aware of Stormfly crooning softly, reassuringly to her. Assured she was not in danger, Astrid surrendered and drifted back to sleep. Using the Forge of Souls took more out of her than she realized it would. She felt so very tired. A bone-deep weariness that penetrated every fiber of her being. It was not the same as being fatigued after hours of swinging her axe, or after many sleepless nights of studying arcane texts. It was a weariness of the soul; much akin to what an elderly man would feel like, Astrid dreamed. Tired of living, ready for the eternal rest of death.

The spirit of the second dwarf had told her as much, did she not? The Forge of Souls was built to forge the spirit of the smith. It made sense, then, that she would be tired. After all, she had never exercised her spirit. Astrid didn't even know how one would go about such a thing. But, surely, just like the body or mind, one could train their spirit to be stronger.

Astrid snuggled closer to the source of warmth beneath the furs with her. She could feel Hiccup's presence through their soul bond; the steady throb of his spirit vibrating through their connection. Yet, as Astrid drifted in and out of sleep, she could feel that something was different. A hollowness, a coldness. A small wound upon him that was not of the flesh or mind—not visible to the eye.

It worried her, made sleep impossible. Restful sleep, anyway. Astrid needed to make sure he was okay. If he had been wounded by the Forge of Souls, she would make good on her threat and tear the forge down—brick by brick. Blinking away the bleariness in her eyes, Astrid wiggled over to Hiccup beneath the furs. She wound her arms around his waist and pulled him close.

He did not stir. She ran her hands over him, patting at his clothing and feeling for any physical wound. She felt nothing marring his skin, nor any blood staining his clothes. "Too early," Hiccup mumbled in his sleep, pulling Astrid against his chest. "Later," he promised, placing a soft kiss on her forehead.

"You're hurt," she whispered into his neck. She didn't struggle against her new position. It was quite comfortable.

Hiccup mumbled incoherently in his sleep, pulling her closer. "Not hurt," he whispered. "Promise."

Astrid's brows narrowed as she scrutinized him. Their connection felt... odd, but not damaged. A nagging voice in the back of her mind told her he had probably done something stupid, again. As he usually did whenever he managed to escape her watchful eyes. But he promised her he was okay, so she let her worries die. Closing her eyes, she drifted back asleep.

They both awoke to the sound of Thor's booming laughter. Startled, Hiccup and Astrid bolted upright. Astrid reached for her golden axe—knowing by instinct where it was—and sighing in relief as her fingers curled around the haft. Hiccup reached for Allr'bani, but quickly withdrew his hand before he made the mistake of drawing the sword. Instead, he weaved an illusion in his mind and prepared to drag their foe into their worst nightmares.

Seeing that it was only their extremely loud, extremely annoying friend, they relaxed. "Good, everyone is finally awake," Agvior said, smiling at the pair over the campfire.

Astrid yawned. "How long have we been asleep?" she asked.

"Oh, about two weeks, give or take," Sigrid sing-songed.

"What!" Hiccup shouted, jumping to his feet. He tripped over a discarded fur blanket, stumbling into Toothless' tail. "Why would you let us sleep that long!"

Sigrid burst into giggles. "You're playing a joke on me," Hiccup noted. "Very funny. _Very funny_."

"It's only been a few days," Agvior answered.

Hiccup's mind raced as he began to run through calculations and strategies. His father would be recovering any day now, and would surely be returning to directing the war effort. Now that he had been rescued, and Astrid no longer fought for their enemy, he would be needed to command armies. Narfi's death was a blow to their military strength and morale. It would do the men good to see their chosen prince lead them into battle.

"I need to return to Jötunheim," Hiccup said.

The camp went silent. "It's the middle of the night cycle for the dwarves," Agvior said. "It would be best to wait until the morning."

Hiccup nodded. He was happy no one had been against him returning. He yawned, but fought against the seduction of sleep. He had slept enough. Now was the time for action. Astrid grabbed him by the wrist, and nodded towards a more secluded part of the camp. Hiccup nodded reluctantly and followed her.

"Why do you feel different now?" Astrid asked, gently running the tips of her fingers up and down Hiccup's tunic, as if she could divine the difference by touching him.

"You feel different, too," Hiccup responded, his gaze piercing in its scrutiny.

"The Forge," Astrid concluded.

"The Forge," Hiccup confirmed. "I needed something more powerful; something that few mortals ever dared to learn. I had nothing to part with that would give me that power. Nothing, except for the power itself," he explained.

"Soul magic," Hiccup said. Astrid felt a chill run up her spine. "I was inspired by the Forge. Using the spirit for power—like coal."

"No," Astrid gasped, horrified by what she feared he had done. Irreparable damage to his very soul.

Hiccup continued on. "A small fragment, a piece of me so infinitesimally insignificant that I could part with it and continue on. I took that shard and created Allr'bani anew, using it as the core; the fuel," he said. Astrid began to worry for him. He had always had the single minded pursuit of knowledge and power, but never wisdom. He was so busy with whether or not he could, he never stopped to think if he should. A trait he undoubtedly learned from Loki.

"Will... will you be okay?" Astrid asked.

"Of course!" Hiccup beamed. "It's perfect; flawless. The soul is not immortal—it is _eternal_. It cannot die. It is housed in flesh, and when its vessel fades, it returns to the Realm Eternal and is reborn once more. It cannot be destroyed. It can be broken. Shattered. Crushed. Incinerated. But it can never be destroyed. It's the ultimate source of power."

"If it was so great, everyone would use it," Astrid pointed out.

"It certainly feels... odd," Hiccup commented. "But there is a weakness; a flaw. It is the reason why lesser sorcerers do not dare to delve into the art. Using the soul in such a way... tires it," he explained. He couldn't think of a better word. "It fools the soul into thinking its vessel has faded. It naturally desires to return to the Realm Eternal, to await reincarnation."

"You can't use it!" Astrid hissed. "Absolutely not!"

"I know," Hiccup said calmly. "That's why I've limited myself. So long as the sword remains sheathed, my soul fragment shall remain untouched. Each time I draw it, a little more is burned away."

"But—" Astrid protested.

"—But," Hiccup said, cutting her off. "What did you do? Your magic, it's..." he trailed off. "Gone," he whispered.

"Yes," Astrid admitted.

"Why would you do that? You know our enemies are strong in magic. I'm not even sure how you would even go about... casting off your magic. It's just not done..." Hiccup muttered.

Astrid smirked. To him, it must seem like madness to part with your magic willingly. "Better than parting with a piece of your soul," she countered. Hiccup grumbled, but had no response.

"It was planned," Astrid said. "I knew Odin and Loki were strong in magic. Without my own... I'd be helpless before them," she said. "That was where the idea came from, actually."

"What idea?" Hiccup asked, drawn from his own thoughts. Astrid could tell he was, at least in some small way, fascinated by how she had managed to give up her magical core.

"The more danger I'm in," Astrid said. "The stronger I'll be. I was never any good at magic, anyway. Not like you."

"Interesting..." Hiccup commented. "Very interesting." His eyes darted to the golden battleaxe in contemplation.

"Yes, but I..." Astrid trailed off, and her eyes became glazed.

"What?" Hiccup asked.

"Huh?" Astrid asked, blinking.

"You were going to say something," Hiccup prompted her.

"Was I?" Astrid said, humming in thought.

An idea occurred to Hiccup. "Astrid, what is the name of your axe?"

"Name? I haven't thought of one, yet. I was too busy—" Astrid was saying, when a surge of Hiccup's memories assaulted her. Memories of the Forge of Souls, and its true purpose. Its true function. Who, not what, their weapons were.

Astrid collapsed to her knees, grasping at her hair. Her head felt like it was splitting open, and her body grew weak and heavy, again, as if she had just used the Forge once more. "How could I..." Astrid said.

"_Everyone always does!"_ Astrid heard a voice cackle in her mind. _"I knew Hiccup would be the one to break the safety enchantment! I knew it!"_

"Valkyrie," Astrid whispered, the memories of her the third dwarven spirit coming back to her.

"Come on, you need rest," Hiccup said, guiding her back to their furs.

"No more than you do," Astrid quipped.

Hiccup smirked. "This is the second time I've used the Forge. I'm not as affected as you are," he said. It was true. He felt better already. Not in his prime, but very close.

"Fine," Astrid relented. "But don't do anything stupid."

Hiccup smirked. "I promise," he lied.

Astrid couldn't fight her drooping eyes any longer.

* * *

><p>Hiccup tucked Astrid in and began to pack his bags. He wouldn't wait for morning—it made no sense. The Night Fury was a creature of the night. If he was going to make it back to Jötunheim, leaving during the dwarven night cycle was the best time. Not that there would actually be any night, but the dwarves would be slumbering. Any watchmen would be tired.<p>

"Tell her I'm not doing anything terribly foolish," Hiccup said, knowing his friends' eyes were boring into his back. "Father will be waking soon. I need to be there to help him. I've learned my lesson," he said.

Agvior was the first to speak. "Very well," he promised.

"I'll be back sometime tomorrow. If I'm not, assume I'm needed on Jötunheim. I'll send word to the guards that you are to be permitted to pass. They won't dare harm you with my protection," Hiccup said.

Agvior nodded and hummed.

"Wait," Thor said, struggling to stand. "I'll come with you. If my brother ails, I should be there for him."

Hiccup shook his head. "I don't think that is such a good idea," he said. It was true. Loki couldn't stand Thor, and neither could Hiccup. He would just get on both their nerves. "Stay here, rest. Guard our friends. That is your duty."

Hiccup smirked as Thor's expression grew serious. He took honor and duty far too seriously. He knew he had ensnared him. "Very well," he agreed. Hiccup caught sight of a flash of silvery, ornate metal. Mjölnir seemed... more vibrant, than before. Something to think upon at a later time.

"Let's go, Toothless," Hiccup said, mounting his dragon. Toothless barked in agreement, shivering from head to tail and unfurling his wings.

With blinding speed, Toothless ascended. His scales shone a fiery shade of lightning blue as he broke the mouth of the chasm, erupting into the sky. A shockwave burst forth in every direction. Hiccup couldn't hear the shouts of the dwarven watchmen, though he could see their mouths moving as they ran back and forth upon their airships. Hiccup began to chant, letting his magic fill him with power as he spoke the words that would open the gate and take him to the land of rime and frost. Before the dwarves knew what had happened, Hiccup and Toothless were gone.

Jötunheim was as Hiccup remembered it. Yet, at the same time, different. He could keenly feel the harsh bite of the cold that ate at his flesh and numbed his nerves. The immunity to the cold that he had so been fascinated by was gone—taken as payment by Forge of Souls. Swallowing his nerves, Hiccup drew his dagger and cut a small slash across the tip of his index finger. A thin trail of blood emerged, before being cast to the wind by the haste at which they flew. Hiccup watched the cut intently for several moments.

It did not heal.

His theory confirmed, Hiccup cast charms of warming and warding to keep the elements at bay. They blasted past the frost giant defenses, the giants not even bothering to stop them. There was only one rider of the unholy offspring of lightning and death. Reaching up, Hiccup twirled his bangs around his finger.

By some twist of fate, the small streak of black that scarred his hair remained. The only reminder of the brief amount of time he was related to the Harbinger of Ragnarök; the Betrayer. In a way, he was both relieved and annoyed that it had remained. No doubt his blood had fully returned to his human heritage—the blood magic that his father had used to save him from Death's clutch no longer flowing through his veins. He kind of expected his hair to fade to the auburn his blood mother and father had.

In no time at all, Hiccup and Toothless landed on Loki's flying island. Well, technically, Hiccup thought. It wasn't flying. Not really.

Servants rushed out to greet him, but Hiccup ignored them. He only asked them one question: where was Loki. He didn't need to wait to hear their answer to know that his father would be in his study.

Pushing open the ornate double doors, Hiccup nearly ran face-to-face with his sister. "Hel!" Hiccup beamed. He was only given a moment before Hel crushed him in a hug.

"Brother! You're back!" Hel squealed.

"Yeah, yeah, not so tight," Hiccup gasped. His jötunn strength and durability had left him, too. He would need to apply enhancement enchantments upon his body as soon as possible. He was already mentally running over a list when Hel released him.

"I'm sorry, but I can't stay and talk," Hel apologized. "Father has charged me with a mission, one of upmost importance. We'll talk when I'm back," she said, placing a chaste kiss on his cheek before dashing off.

Hiccup nodded and strode through the royal halls of the palace. He noted a disturbing lack of people; both servants and warriors. Normally, there would be countless men and women, of every race, scurrying the halls and parting in his wake. Now, there were only a few scant servants. In the far distance, Hiccup could sense the World Gate roaring to life several times in rapid succession.

The feeling that he was missing some crucial piece of information gnawed at him as he descended lower and lower into the bowels of the palace. Finally, he reached his father's study. Opening the doors, Hiccup felt his heart ground to a halt. Standing before him was Narfi Lokison. His brother. His brother who was dead.

Loki emerged from the shadows between two towering bookcases. "Ah, Vrangr. You're back. Welcome home," he said in greetings.

It took every bit of Hiccup's will to get his mouth to work. Even then, his mind was not in control of his words. "Yeah..." he said. "Who is this?"

Hiccup knew the dead could not be raised. At least, not truly. Whoever wore his brother's face, it was not him. His spirit did not reside in that vessel of flesh and bone.

"This," Loki said, stowing a book he had been reading. "Is your new brother, Nari."

"It is a pleasure to meet you, brother," Nari spoke. His words were curt and precise; short and to the point. Almost as if he was speaking words without understanding their meaning.

"A pleasure," Hiccup agreed, though he couldn't believe his eyes. "My name is Vrangr."

Nari nodded, his expression blank. "Nari, could you leave us for a moment?" Loki asked with a false smile. Nari nodded again in an inhuman fashion and left the study.

Hiccup watched him go, his mind in turmoil. "You've returned at a most opportune time, though late is the hour," Loki said. "I've sent our armies forth to reclaim the worlds we have lost when I mustered our armies to free you."

"You what!" Hiccup exploded. They were not ready for all out war. Not yet, anyway. Not without him at the helm of one of their armies.

"Yes. A most opportune moment has presented itself to make our move and I've chosen to act upon it. Your siblings have already left for Alfheim, Nidavellir, Vanaheim, and Asgard," Loki said.

"W—what...?" Hiccup stammered. He couldn't believe it. Loki would dare to attack Asgard in open combat? The most heavily fortified of all the realms. Guarded by foes as powerful as them. And yet, he and Loki remained. Their armies stood no chance against the full might of Asgard and Odin Allfather.

"I have every faith they will return victorious," Loki said with a vicious smirk. By the look in his eyes, Hiccup could tell his father was absolutely certain they wouldn't fall in battle.

He placed his faith in the man who had never led him astray. Loki was the most powerful, intelligent, and cunning man he had ever met or known. He was the only person to ever show him kindness, or acceptance. The one who taught him magic and swordplay; the one who gave him power.

So he put his faith in Loki—his father.

The next morning, three reports of victory came in.

One, of defeat.

Alfheim, Nidavellir, and Vanaheim had fallen to their control.

Asgard had not. The defenders of the other three realms had retreated to defend the realm of their leader.

Their defeat at Asgard came at a heavy cost.

This Hiccup knew, as he gazed down at the cold, expressionless face of his sister's corpse. Her hair was matted and stained crimson, and her body was adorned with numerous cuts and bruises. Running from her collarbone to her sternum was a deep wound that pierced her chest, and her heart. The sword that had dealt her the mortal blow had fractured, leaving the tip lodged in her body.

With shaky hands, Hiccup wrenched the shard of metal from his sister's chest. It was difficult to make out the style of sword, but Hiccup knew. He had seen this blade first hand in the Grand Magic Games. It was the tip of Týr's great two-handed sword, the one he wielded with one arm in a display of strength a lesser man was incapable of.

Hiccup felt the flames of rage roar to life within his chest. They burned so hot that the heat of the Forge of Souls paled in comparison to them. Another of the people he held most dear were taken from him.

And with Hel's death, so too did his faith in Loki wither and die. He knew why his father was so confident, now. A gambit. Sacrificing one battle, to win another. He knew that by attacking Asgard, the other realms would empty to defend the realm. And in doing so, the other three would fall to their control.

And, with only Asgard remaining, Odin would have no other choice than to herald the start of Ragnarök himself. The Allfather would return to Midgard, opening the World Gate. From there, he would summon the army of the dead to do battle with Loki and his armies.

Tears ran down Hiccup's cheeks as he realized the horrible truth: his father had sent Hel to her death, all so he could get his revenge. He stroked her cheek lovingly, regretting that his last words to her had not been something more profound.

Hiccup raged, and stormed into the bowels of the palace. The servants—who had mysteriously returned in the night—parted like frightened mice at the thunderous expression of rage that adorned Hiccup's features. The entire island seemed to go solemn and quiet in respect for the storm to come.

Hiccup kicked the doors of Loki's study in, the wood shattering into splinters and flying off the hinges. Loki looked up from his desk, where he had been studying some book. "Ah, Vrangr, my son! I was just about to summon you—"

"Why?" Hiccup hissed. His voice was hoarse, but the anger in his tone was clear. His question made the air grow heavy with tension. "You knew," Hiccup accused him. "You knew she would die, didn't you?"

Loki closed his book. "Yes. Yes, I did," Loki whispered.

"Why?" Hiccup asked, again.

Loki raised his head, his eyes locking with Hiccup's. Emerald met emerald; one, confident, the other, full of sorrow and anger. "She was expendable," Loki answered.

Hiccup felt his world come crashing down. "I can always make another," Loki said.

"Just like Nari?" Hiccup spat.

"Yes," Loki whispered.

Hiccup shook his head. "That's all we are to you, isn't it? Just sacrificial pawns to be used as you see fit. And when our usefulness expires, you no longer have a need for us," Hiccup accused, his voice cracking. "That's all I am, isn't it?"

"No, that—" Loki said, standing.

"It's true, isn't it!" Hiccup yelled. "You didn't care for any of us, not Harfi, not Hel, not Fenrir, not even me."

"Only you," Loki said, slowly moving around his desk. He made no sudden movements, as if Hiccup would bolt if he moved any faster. "Only you were irreplaceable. The rest... the rest weren't even truly human. I _made _them. I am their father; their god. When one dies, I can simply make another. But not you, no creation could ever replace you," Loki said.

Hiccup shook his head as his world came undone. Everything he had believed in was a lie. "No," Hiccup croaked. "You're lying!" He staggered backwards, heading back to the door. He wouldn't fall for his lies again. He'd go back to Astrid, where he was safe and loved. Truly loved.

Loki's expression grew serious. "I can't let you leave, Vrangr," he said, almost as if he knew Hiccup's thoughts. "You're too important."

Those words stoked the fires of his rage to new, unimaginable temperatures.

"You can't stop me," Hiccup roared. His hand flew to his waist, grasping the hilt of Allr'bani so tightly that his palm pled and his knuckles turned bone-white.

He drew the sword, and the whole of Jötunheim knew the true meaning of _Fire._

* * *

><p><strong>AN:**

Sorry for the late update. I've been busy in real life, and haven't had much time for anything, especially writing. It's a real struggle to find time to write, honestly. Every time I sit down to write, I always think "Hey, wouldn't it be more fun to catch up on this story you've been meaning to read..." and then all my productivity is just gone in the blink of an eye.

On another note, it's been a whole damn year since HTTK's first chapter! Wow! I can't believe I've written over 500k words in a single year. And, for like, the last three months, I've been seriously slacking. I could have probably broken 600k in a single year if I really tried. Anyway, reading stories of a similar length have really opened my eyes to how long HTTK really is. Props to my readers who have made it this far.

Some questions answered about the new soul weapons, some raised. All will be revealed in the coming chapters.

The great rift between father and son emerges. When everyone always asked, way back in the early chapters, if Hiccup was really on Loki's side or not, and I always answered, "Hiccup's on his own side," now you know. Narfi and Nari are basically the same person in mythology. It was really a choice of whether or not to call one or the other.

**As always, thanks for reading, and I hope you enjoyed. If you could leave a review, I'd appreciate it.**

**- Musica**


End file.
